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The Secret of Bearhead Hol |l er

Chapter One

| couldn't catch my breath. This was the scariest part yet! Mary had just
opened the tapestry-covered door and discovered a little boy, crying in his
bed.

"Who are you?" the boy asked Mary. "Are you a ghost?"

"No, I am.."

"Any! Any Fay Jones!"

"Wha-?" | practically junped out of ny seat. My library book went flying. It
hit the top of the school bus with a thunp and crashed back into nmy |ap

"Ch no!" | yelled. "I lost my place!"

Mary and the boy and everything el se about ny book, "The Secret Garden,"
poofed away in an instant.

Instead, | found myself staring into the grinning face of WIlliam Mtt. He was
hangi ng over the seat in front of ne.

"You better get your nose out of that book, Amy," WIIliamteased. "W al npost
at your stop!"™ His blond crew cut stood up on his head |ike a thatch of corn
stal ks fromny Daddy's fields.

"Don't know why you bother," he continued.

"I't's not even on the sixth grade reading list. You sure are dunb to do work
you don't have to!"

| rolled nmy eyes and tried to ignore him

| hated WIlliam He teased ne every day. It was like riding the bus with your
little brother!

He even | ooked like my kin. We both had the sane straight blond hair. W each
had |ight blue eyes. W were both real skinny. And we both had the kind of
pal e skin that got red and freckled after about five mnutes in the sun

It was a Monday afternoon and we were headi ng hone to Bearhead Holler. The
gravel road was rough with pits and potholes. But | was used to the bunpy
ride. All ny twelve-year-old life, that's how the roads have been in our neck
of the Appal achi an Mountains in eastern Kentucky. Poor

In any case, dopey ol' WIliamhadn't been teasing about one thing. My stop
was right around the next curve.

The bus lurched to a halt and all us kids from Bearhead Hol | er headed up the

aisle. | amhappy to say we didn't include Wlliam who |ived one holler over
frommne. | sneered at himas | passed.
"Snmell ya later, Wlliam" | called. "And do | nean snell!" | pinched ny nose,

| aughed |l oudly and junped off the bus.

| landed hard. OM A sharp stone stabbed ne in the big toe

| 1 ooked down at my shoes cheap ol' Wal-Mart sneakers that were falling apart.
The duct tape |

used to patch them hardly did any good

A cold breeze was bl owi ng, flapping my hand-nme-down skirt and raggedy T-shirt.
Underneath my T-shirt, nmy stomach was growming. Al 1'd had for lunch was a
coupl e of biscuits and an apple. No ham No cheese, even. Mama said we were
havi ng a tough nont h.

Agai n.

| sighed and began to walk up the dirt road that cut through the holler to ny
house. | lived at the far end of the holler, so | had a | ong haul hone.

VWhile | wal ked, | thought of Mary in "The Secret Garden." Even though she was
an orphan, Mary was still rich. She had |ots of beautiful clothes, and
servants to dress her, even! A massive mansion. And a secret garden! A place
all her own, overflowing with flowers and, | bet, sweet things to eat.

| sighed again and trudged along. | was tired. I was hungry. | wanted to cry

out, "Wy, oh why, am| so poor?"



Chapter Two

A holler is just what it sounds |ike a hollow, bow -shaped patch of |and that
rests in the nmddle of a bunch of nountains. H dden anong the hills in these
parts are a whole lot of them Canp Creek Holler, Lame Bird Holler

Huckl eberry Hol I er, and ot hers.

Hol | ers are where nost nountain people live. Since the coal nines closed, a
ot of folks try to scratch a living out of their tired soil, or they becone
| unber nmen, or they drive to Lexington to work in factories. Like my ol der
brot her Jud, who works the night shift at a textile mll.

"Course, a lot of ny friends down the holler have only a welfare check to
survive on. They live in rickety trailers planted among the trees. O in
shacks with tarpaper roofs.

My daddy farms. Or at least he tries to. He says pollution fromthe old coa
m nes and erosion fromcutting dowmn too many trees has made our soil as dusty
as a desert.

Daddy's corn stal ks are spindly. Half the potatoes, tomatoes and beans he
plants turn sour. W only have enough grazing |land to keep two cows.

Still, because he can't find any other work, Daddy tries. That's just what he
was doi ng when | finally caught sight of our house. He was crouched in the
turnip field, picking rocks out of the soil furrows.

"Hey Daddy," | called out, waving.

He just grunted.

| trudged up the porch steps. Conpared to some of ny friends, |I'mpretty |ucky
when it comes to my house. W live in a sturdy |og cabin ny great-granddaddy
built around the turn of the century.

It's not fancy. W only have punp water, and a couple electrical outlets. But
t he house stays pretty warm and the tin roof keeps the rain out.

My mamaw (that's what all Appal achian fol ks call their grandnmothers) was born
here. And she lives here still, with ne, Mama, Daddy and Jud.

Ri ght now, Mama and Manmaw were sitting on the porch. Mama was poppi ng beans
over a cracked bowl . She nodded at me and the cigarette dangling fromher |ips
bobbled a little bit. But she didn't bother to say hello or offer me an
after-school snack.

"How are ya, Mama?" | asked. "Jud at work al ready?"

She grunted a yes.

| kneel ed next to nmy grandnother's rocker.

"Mamaw? Mamaw, |'m hone from school," | said softly.

Mamaw barely turned her | eathery ninety-year-old face towards ne. Her blue
eyes were cloudy.

But Mamaw wasn't blind. She was just, well, not quite there.

"Are you the preacher?" she quavered.

"No, Mamaw," | said sadly. "I'm Amy. |'myour granddaughter."

I went into the house. Cutching "The Secret Garden" under one arm | craw ed

up the steps to the loft, which doubles as a bedroom for Mamaw and ne.
| read by the fading light that came through the wi ndow until Mama called ne
for dinner.

Chapter Three

"Betty, you' ve got to get sone food in you!" nmy manma said, shoving a spoonful
of mashed potatoes at Mamaw s cl osed nout h.

"I only eat ny daughter-in-law s cooking," Mamaw hi ssed through cl enched li ps.
"I am your daughter-in-law, " Mama protested.

"No you ain't," Mamaw croaked.

She wouldn't take a bite. My grandma's del usions were grow ng as fast as her
appetite was dw ndling.

Daddy growl ed angrily and shovel ed in his meager dinner.

A sullen silence hung over our table. The quiet felt heavier than the snells
of Mama's fried pork chops and stewed tonatoes.

As | gnawed on ny tough neat, ny eyes wandered to the log wall. Stuck
carelessly in atin frane was a photo |I'd al nost forgotten



It was Mamaw as a little girl.

She | ooked to be about ny age. But she was plunp and happy. Her hair hung in
| ong, brown corkscrews. She sat grinning on the front steps of this very
house. She was surrounded by her parents and a whol e crew of rosy-cheeked
uncl es and aunts and cousi ns.

They sure | ook a sight happier than we are here today, | thought. Healthier

t 0o.

Mamaw s dress was snowy white. Her nother didn't have gray circles under her
eyes like nmine did. She | ooked rel axed, fat and contented.

"Ww, " | burst out. "Fromthe | ooks of that picture, 1'd say Mamaw was al nost
rich when she was little."

"Naw, " Daddy scof f ed.

But Mamaw seened to sit up a little straighter. She | ooked at ne! | could
swear she was trying to say sonething. But no sound came out of her trenbling
lips.

Mamaw used to talk all the time. She would tell ne about Papaw, her husband,
who had died when | was just a baby. And about the way the hollers bustled
with life when the nmines were still open, back when coal was king.

When | was ten, Mamaw and | had rmade a crazy quilt together. Wile we sewed
tiny stitches in the m smatched scraps of fabric, she'd weave fairy tales.
She told stories about a long-lost fanmly fortune. She tal ked about a bl ack
treasure buried beneath the foundation of our house. And di anonds under our
very own feet!

But nobody else in ny famly ever tal ked about the fortune.

Only Mamaw.

And she coul dn't nake sense anynore

| had to know.

"What do you know about our fortune?" | blurted out. "G eat-granddaddy's
fortune. The treasure Mamaw used to tal k about ?"

Daddy scowl ed. Mama | aid down her spoonful of potatoes, |ooking exhausted.
"There ain't no fortune; you know that Amy," Mana said. "That was just Mamaw s
talk."

| pointed at the photo. "But she said ..
"Listen to your Mama," Daddy interrupted. H's face went red, and he junped to
his feet and gripped the edge of the table.

"Daddy, I'msorr- ..." | started to say in a trenbling voice.

He cut nme off, roaring, "If there was sone famly fortune, we'd all be doing a
sight better, wouldn't we? Now, if you want to babble any nore of this
nonsense, you can just get yourself up fromthis table and go to bed early!"

Chapt er Four
It was al nbst m dni ght.
| had been in bed all evening, sulking and reading by the light of ny kerosene

lanp. | was just drifting off to sl eep when Mamaw stirred in her bed on the
other side of the loft.
"Mamaw?" | said, peering at ny grandnother's tornented face.

"Water," she croaked.

| dashed downstairs and used the kitchen punp to draw Mamaw sone cool water
She drank the whole glass. It seened to cal mher. She even opened her nouth,
as if to speak.

| dropped to ny knees beside her bed and | eaned forward. "Wat Manmaw?" |
breathed. "Wiat is it?"

But Mamaw turned her tired face to the wall

"Mamaw, please," | said. "Please tell me your secret. What happened to our
fam ly? Qur fortune? Wiy are we so m serabl e?"

Mamaw didn't _ or couldn't _ answer. | couldn't take it anynore. Sobs | eapt
fromny throat. | hid ny face in Mamaw s quilts.

| cried until | couldn't anynore. Then | slept, curled up on the rag rug next

to ny Mamaw s notionl ess form



Chapter Five

Mamaw got wor se.

On Tuesday, she stopped tal king. By Thursday, she'd stopped eating. W
couldn't even get her out of bed.

By Saturday nmorning, | was really scared. And frustrated.

| stonped onto the front porch. Daddy was whittling, dropping shavings in a
pile on the floor.

When Daddy took to woodcarving, he went off in his own world. There was no
talking to him

| stonped back inside and turned on our black and white TV. Up here, we only
got two stations. On the first station was football. Blech! | flipped the
channel . The Frugal Gournet? "Argh!"

"Any!" Mama snapped, poking her head out of the loft.

"Whoops," | called. "I thought that 'argh' was just in ny head.”

"Young | ady, you are het up!" Mama said sharply. "I know you're worried about
Mamaw. But there's nothing you can do."

She stopped for a mnute, then continued.

"Actually, there is something you can do," she said. "Wy don't you go get
some fresh air? W don't need you stonping around the house naking everybody
nervous."

| grabbed ny library card and fl ounced out of the house. As | stal ked down the

dirt road towards the bottom of Bearhead Holler, | w ped away angry tears.
Mama was so nean!

But a few steps later, | realized she was right. There was nothing | could do
to help ny Mamaw. | was worthl ess!

| felt so bad, | didn't even want to go neet the booknmobile. And | never m ss

t he booknobile's Saturday visits to Bearhead Holl er

When | got to the bus stop, which is also the booknmobile stop, | kept going.

I was wal king aimessly up the main road when the booknobil e drove up

"You're going the wong way!" called the driver. It was Bo, the Book Man. At

| east, that's what everyone called him

Bo wore thick, black-rimed gl asses. He was about six and a half feet tall and
all bones. He stooped because he was too big for the bookmobile. And he al ways
seened to be tittering through his long, pointy teeth.

Here's the thing about Bo the Book Man, he had a sixth sense about kids and
books. He woul d | ook you up and down. He would peer into your eyes. Then he'd
gently lead you to the perfect book, hidden somewhere on the dusty shel ves.

But today, | just didn't have the heart to choose a new book. Or to chat with
Bo.

"I"mnot com ng today," | said.

"What ? And break a three-year streak?" Bo exclainmed. "I don't think | can
allow that!"

"I"'mjust not in the nood," | insisted.

Bo | ooked me up and down. He peered into nmy eyes. Then he said seriously, "
think there may be sonething for you here today. Sonething you woul dn't want
to miss. Wiy don't you hop in?"

Sonething in the way Bo didn't titter through his yellow teeth convinced nme. |
clinmbed into the booknmobile. Bo drove the short distance to our bus stop
where a small crowd of my Bearhead nei ghbors was waiting.

As they clanbered on board, Bo winked at nme. He pointed to the back of the
bookrmobil e with a | ong, bony finger

"At the very back?" | squeaked. "B-b-but, | never go back there. The light's
been burnt out forever. And it's full of cobwebs!"

Bo just wi nked again. And pointed again.

"Co!" he hissed.

| went.
| crept past ny usual hangout, the Young Adult section. | passed the newspaper
and nmagazi ne rack where a bunch of grown-ups were gossiping. | slunk through

H story, Biography and War Studi es.
| took a deep breath. Then | sidled into the |ast nook. A dead light bulb



swung froma cord over nmy head. The shelves were veiled in shadows. The
section was | abel ed, "Travel/Vacation/ Cccult."

"What a weird conmbination,” | whispered. | inched down the aisle.

A cobweb brushed across ny face. | clapped ny hands over my nmouth to keep from
shri eki ng.

But the books themselves? Wll, they were far fromspine-tingling. O even

i nteresting.
One was called, "See Rock City!" Another was "A Guide to Your Country's Rest
Areas."

"Ch puh-leeze," | nuttered. "This is no big deal after all."

| started flipping through the rest of the books. Mst were thin paperbacks.
Then | stopped. A shiver skittered through me. | was staring at a massive

| eat her book.

It was tall.

It was thick.

It was heavy.

It's spine was nmade of cracked, tea-colored leather. And it was so dusty that

| couldn't read the title.

Wth a trenbling finger, | reached down and sw ped away a gob of grine.
Underneath the dust were gold, gothic-style letters. But they didn't seemto
spel | out anything except gibberish

At least at first! Suddenly, before my very eyes, the letters began to arrange
thensel ves into a different order

| stared in awe. And when complete words finally fornmed, | gasped with
surprise
Chapter Six

"Hillbilly Wtchery: Proceed At Your Om Risk," the gold letters read

| gul ped. | watched my hand shake as it reached for the book

The chatter of the folks crowding the front of the booknmobile drifted away. It
was as if | was in a cave, all alone, when |I cracked opened the heavy, | eather
vol une.

The book's grainy onionskin paper gave ne the chills.

On the first page, | saw the book's subtitle: "Myths, Legends and Spells. Seek
Power. See the World. Be Wio You Are Not!"

Underneath that was a date: 1916.

"Ww, it's ancient," | whispered.

| shivered.

As | flipped through the pages, | noticed sonmething funny. The letters seened
to squiggle into words only a split second before ny eyes fell on them

For sone reason, | barely paused to study these strange pages. | flew past
ancient stories about life in eastern Kentucky. | ignored tales of slave
rebellions and fam |y feuds.

As if nmy hand were controlled by sone invisible puppeteer, | kept skiming

t hr ough t he book.

Page after page.

Until that invisible puppeteer nmade my hand freeze.

| fixed ny eyes on the squiggly letters. They scuttled into place to form.. a
reci pe?

Then with another little shinmyy, nore words forned at the top of the page:
"The Morphol ogy of Morphing."

"Morphing," | breathed. "What's that?"

| read on:

"Of bl ood, of spirit, one may be, If this spell one dares to speak. Drink the
potion, tell the plot, Becone one whomyou are not!"

| blinked. The squiggly letters didn't nove. | blinked harder. Yup, stil
there.

| still couldn't quite believe nmy eyes. But my gut was shouting at ne, "You
can change! You can turn into sonmeone el se. You can _ norph!"

In other words, | coul d escape!



Chapt er Seven

| clutched the book and dashed to the front of the booknmobile. | thrust ny
library card at Bo the Book Man

Bo | ooked me up and down. He peered at the heavy, ancient book in ny arnmns.
Then he waved ny card away. Wth a wi nk, he pointed out the door of the
booknobi | e.

"Co," he intoned.

| went.

| raced up the long road to my house. My nmind was racing, too.

"I could become anyone," | breathed. "I could be Harriet the Spy, sneaking al
over New York City! | could be an Indian princess, riding el ephants everywhere

| go. I could be on TV!I'"

Before | hid the book in nmy school bag, | copied down the ingredients for the
nor phing potion. It included all sorts of odd stuff from around the house,
like a bit of rotten cheese from an unused nousetrap and a swatch of hair from
an ancestor.

I snuck around the house, gathering scrapings froma cast iron skillet, a cup
of lye, sonme hair from Mamaw s brush and ei ghteen broom straws. The whol e
time, | continued to mutter to nyself.

"Who will | be, who will | be?"

It was so hard to decide. Chelsea Cinton? Naw, no privacy. An Eskino chief?
Too col d. How about a Parisian pastry chef? A Caribbean deep-sea diver? The
choices were all too wonderful

When | got ready for bed that night, | was still mulling things over.

| gazed at the rough log walls of nmy loft. |I looked at my tattered thin quilt.
At ny taped _ up shoes, tossed in the corner. And, in the mrror, at ny

ski nny, sall ow cheeks.

Whoever | norphed into, | decided, she was going to be pretty. And well fed!
Hym maybe a Pari-sian pastry chef would be a good choice after all... Then ny
eyes fell on Manmaw. She had become so weak. Her |ips noved feverishly. But, as
usual , no sound cane out.

SlowWy, | tiptoed over to her bed and ki ssed her furrowed brow She rel axed a
l[ittle. | think she even tried to snile

And that's when |I knew. | knew what | had to do. It was going to be the

bi ggest sacrifice of nmy life!

Chapt er Ei ght

The next day was Sunday.

Sone Sundays, we go to church services conducted by Reverend Bl uestone, the
traveling preacher. The nmorning is filled with hymms. Then there's Sunday
school . Then Reverend Bl uestone gives a very loud, fire-and-brinstone sernon.
It's a | ong day.

But luckily, Reverend Bl uestone was preaching in sone other holler today. So
all I had to do was listen while Daddy read a few bi bl e passages after

br eakf ast .

Then | was free!

I'd stuffed the nmagic recipe book and all rmny norphing ingredients into my book
bag. | ran up to the loft to get it fromunder the bed.

I checked all the contents. The bottle of alnond flavoring. The husk froma
dead cricket. . . . Yup, | had everything |I needed. | slung the heavy bag onto
ny shoul der.

Then | went to Manmaw s bedsi de.

| gazed at her face. Her cloudy, blue eyes were filled with sorrow. "Mmaw," |

whi spered, "lI'mgoing now |I'mon a mssion. |'mgoing to find our fortune.

' mgoing to change our destiny! | know you can't understand what | mean. But
just hang on, Mamaw. Stay with us! You'll see!"

| tried to wink at her. But all | did was squeeze out a tear. Then | scurried

down the stairs.
Mama was ironing in the kitchen while Daddy scanned the Sears Roebuck catal og.



| could see Jud out the back wi ndow, plow ng our | and.

"Well," | announced. "I'mleaving. For the day, | nean. Going, uh, fishing!
Wth Sarah. You know, Sarah from school ?"

"I know who Sarah is," Mama nuttered. She didn't |look up fromthe worn shirt
on her ironing board as she said, "Wl go on, then. Try to catch us a few
catfish for dinner, y'hear?"

"I will," | said shakily. Then, on inpulse, | kissed Mama on the cheek. |
ki ssed Daddy t oo.

"Well," Daddy huffed, enbarrassed. "Are you gonna go or aren't you?"
"I"'mgoing," | called

| went.

Chapter N ne

I ran through the woods next to our house. There was a branbly path through
the trees that only |I knew about.

It led to ny secret hiding place.

Actually, it wasn't a secret. It was the nmouth of the old coal mne

condemed, boarded up and overgrown. Everybody knows about it, but |I'mthe
only one who goes there. Sone kids at school say it's haunted.

But 1've never been scared of this place. | love it.

It's like a cave, a cradle nade of cool, red clay. About ten feet in, you hit
a wall nade of haphazardly nailed boards. Crunbling tin signs are propped
against the wall. They read, "Danger. M ne shaft. Condemmed. Do not cross."
Behind that wall is a tunnel that |eads deep into the dead m ne. \Wen | want
to be alone, this is where | go. | take something to eat, a candle and a book
And this is where | was going to mx ny potion and change into ... | couldn't
even think about it. If | thought too hard, |I knew it wouldn't work. | just
had to plunge in.

So | did.

| laid out ny ingredients. | flipped open ny dusty book and read the
instructions carefully. On the next page, | noticed, were the instructions for
nmor phi ng back into nyself.

"That's funny," | nuttered. "The return trip has all these different
requirenents.” | glanced at another long list of ingredients. | sighed.

"Il just deal with this when the tinme cones,"” | decided. "First things
first, after all."

Then | conmenced to mixing. The book said | had to grind up the dead cri cket
with the skillet scrapings and rotten cheese. Then | was supposed to whi sk the
m xture with the broomstraws, bind it with the hair and steep it in hot water
to make a tea

Over the flane of ny candle, | boiled some water in a tin cup. Wiile | waited,
| dabbed my tenples and wists with the alnmond flavoring. The puzzling, poetic
i nstructions said:

"For renenbrance sake, This scent you'll take."

"I don't get this part," | rnmused as | rubbed the nutty liquid into my skin.
"Not that the rest of this reci pe nakes any sense, either."

My stomach fluttered as | noved on to the | ast step

"Chant the name of who you'll be. Drink the tea and he is thee!"

| took a whiff of the water, with the bundl e of bug, hair and rotten cheese
still init. "Ugh!™ | cried. "It"'s disgusting!"

My stonmach | urched.

But then | thought of Mamaw s distracted eyes.

And then | took a deep breath.

"I will be," | chanted, "ny grandnother. My mamaw as a girl. | will solve the
nmystery of my family's lost fortune. I will change ny fanmly's fate!"

| said it over and over again: "My mamaw as a girl. | will be ny namaw as a
girl.”

Then | held ny breath. | held ny nose. | slanmed back the cup of tea in one

revol ting gul p!



| grunted at the awful taste of it. But | swal-lowed it all down.
Then | gasped.

| lurched to ny feet. | stunbled towards the mouth of the cave. But |
couldn't... get... to ... it.

The cave was spi nning, spinning!

A wave of nausea swept through me. And ny throat was closing up

| wheezed.

| choked!

| fell to nmy knees. It... was . . . getting . .. dark.

Bl ackness!

Chapter Ten
| was staring at the roof of the cave. Blinking. Slowy. M/ eyelids felt
heavy. My whol e body felt heavy.

"\What ... happened?" | groaned.

Li ke an evening fog, the nmenory came to ne. | had rmade the tea. | had drunk
the potion. Then |I nmust have passed out. Wakly, | turned ny head towards the
mout h of the cave. It was still sunny. Maybe | hadn't been out that |ong.

Slowy, | turned ny head to the other side. Then | gasped!
"Wh-where's th-th-the wal I ?" | stuttered.

The entire wall, at least ten feet of boards and nails had di sappeared into
thin air! I was staring into a | ong dark tunnel
| struggled to sit up. | heard a sound! It was conming fromthe tunnel. It

sounded |i ke sonebody whistling!

And then, deep in the darkness, | saw a pinpoint of light. It was bobbing

t owar ds ne.

Wth a surge of strength, | scranbled to ny feet and ran to hide in the
shadows at the side of the cave. | was alnost at the dirt wall when | lurched
to a halt. | was teetering at the edge of a hole in the ground! It was about a
foot and a half wide, with a |adder nade of flexible cables running up one
side of it. It was so deep | couldn't see the bottom

| was going to fall in!

| flapped ny arns.

| swayed forward

| swayed backward

Finally I fell safely on nmy side, huffing and puffing and staring angrily at a
wooden sign: "Emergency Exit. Watch yore step.”

"Now you tell me," | hissed. | heard the whistling again. The |ight was

al -nmost here! | hopped around the emergency exit hole and flattened nyself
against the wall. The whistling was replaced by a man's voice!

"Well, we made it through anot her day, eh, Tweety?"

The man stepped out of the tunnel's inky dark-ness and sucked in the fresh
air. He was so strangely dressed! Underneath a |ayer of black coal dust, he
wor e baggy trousers held up by suspenders. H's hair was parted in the niddle
and slicked down. And his nus-tache! It was waxy and long and it stuck off of
either side of his lip |ike a handlebar. In one hand, the man held an

ol d-fashioned lantern. In the other, he held a cage with a little yell ow
canary inside.

He was peering into the cage and chatting with the bird. | suppressed a giggle
as he wal ked down a dirt road away fromthe mne

Then it hit ne!

There was no dirt road leading up to the mne! There were only trees outside
of my cave

I gul ped.

| | ooked down.

My jeans and T-shirt had di sappeared. My duct-taped sneakers were gone!

My legs, which looked a little plunper than usual, were sticking out of a
flowery dress with a dropped waist. On ny feet? Hi gh-ankled brown | eather

boot s!

The ends of ny hair were no | onger blond. They were brown! And corkscrewed!



And tied with shiny ribbons.

| gasped. Mamaw s hair used to be brown! | gaped at the working m neshaft.
flashed to the man with the ol d-tiney hairdo

| had travel ed back in tinel

I'd becone ny grandnother as a twelve-year-old girl

| whispered, "_| have norphed!"

Chapter El even

| dashed out of the cave and ran down the dirt road. | hopped over a strange
mni-train track with sone big carts of coal on it.

The trees | ooked different, too. Kind of gray.

| touched one and ny finger cane away snudged wi th bl ack. Coal dust!

Even with the unfamliar road not to nention the unfamliar shoes, which kept

making me trip it wasn't hard to find my way home. After all, 1've known every
i nch of Bearhead Holler since | could wal k. But when I saw ny house, | al npst
didn't recognize it! | skidded to a stop. | felt nmy new cork-screw hair

bounce around ny ears.

My house was lovely! It |ooked al nbst new

| slapped ny forehead. What was | thinking? It was al nost new. Mamaw s parents
had built the house as new y-weds.

It had a shiny tin roof, a front porch that didn't sag and an out house out
back that wasn't rickety.

The house al so | ooked, well, nore like a hone than it did in 1999.
Clay pots of flowers sat all along the porch rail. On the porch's long picnic
table, 1 saw a bow brinming with red and yel | ow appl es.

A brown-haired, plunp lady in a long dress stood by the front door. She was
churning butter.

She saw ne!

She waved and shouted, "Betty Marie, where have you been, girl? You have a | ot
of work to do here!"

| stared at her dunbly. | |ooked behind ne. Nobody el se was there.

"Betty!" the lady scowl ed. "Have you gone deef?"

Deef ? Betty?

Suddenly | jumnped! Mamaw s name was Betty Marie. Which neant that |ady was ny
great - grandnot her! Wiom |1'd never net before. | stared at her with my nmouth
hangi ng open.

"What is wong with you?" ny great-grandma yelled. "Don't nake ne come down
there and take a switch to you!"

"Ch!" | started running towards the house. "Yes, um Manmm," | called.

Wth a gulp, | headed inside after this strange woman who, for the tinme being,
was my not her!

Chapter Twel ve

Great-grandma i nmediately put me to work in the cozy, ol d-fashioned house. As
| explored, | found a bank cal endar that said 1920!

The loft was still my bedroom And | recognized sone of the sturdy rockers
that we still had in 1999.

But everything el se was different.

Bright rag rugs covered al nost every part of the splintery floor. Al the
bow s and dishes in the kitchen were of pretty honmemade pottery. There was no
refrigerator. After all, you couldn't have a refrigerator with no electricity!
Great-grandma sent nme out into the woods with the new butter sealed in a
crock. | discovered that she kept food cold in the creek, floating it in the
water inside a little house called the springhouse.

Vow

On ny way back fromthe springhouse, | net my great-granddaddy, a serious,

al nost scary, bearded man who seened to spend all his time stooped over his
plowin the fields.

The stove was a bl ack wood-burning hulk. Pretty soon, | was sweating over it,
hel pi ng G eat-grandma nmake bread and cakes and pies when | wasn't dusting,



sweepi ng, polishing or washing!

"So this was what life was like in 1920," | nmuttered. "They don't call 'em
"hard times' for nothing."

As | pulled a steaming pie fromthe oven and set it on the windowsill to
cool, | said, "Can | ask, Geat-, | nean, Mana, what all this fuss is about?"
My great-grandma wi ped the sweat off her brow and planted her fists on her

pl unp hi ps.

"Why, you know what, mssy!" she declared. "Qur guests are coning from

Lexi ngton tomorrow. Those inportant |and surveyors who are going to help us

wi th our new di scovery."

Land surveyors! New discovery! | made a little squeak of excitement. Maybe, |

t hought to nyself, these visitors would offer a clue to the nysterious
fortune.

Great-grandma continued, "Now | hope you haven't gone and told anybody about
our guests, after |I directly ordered you not to."

"Ch no, Mama!" | assured her. "How could | have? As you can see, |'d forgotten
nmysel f."

| laughed nervously.

Great-grandma squinted at ne.

"Somet hing wong with you, girl?" she asked. "You' ve been acting queer al

aft ernoon. You know what you need? More to do!"

"What ?" | gasped. | had worked harder today than | had in ny whole lifel

"You think too nuch, that's your problem" Geat-grandma declared. "ldle hands
are the work of the devil. Here!l" Into ny trenbling hands, G eat-grandm
thrust a hatchet.

"Uh, what's this for _ firewood?" | quavered

"Firewood! Grl, what's cone over you?" G eat-grandma barked. "No, my dear
That is for to-morrow s main course. |'mputting you in charge of it!"

She pointed out the back wi ndow. | peered past her finger. | saw a crowd of
hens scratching and pecking in the dirt. | gul ped.

"Y-you don't nean..." | whispered.

"Ch, yes | do!" Great-grandma cackl ed. She |eaned over and thrust her grinning
face into mne. "Co on. Kill us a nice fat one!"

Chapter Thirteen

The next norning, Geat-grandma stood in the kitchen holding a mlk pail. She
pointed ne to the cow barn.

"Cet to work, |azybones," she ordered. "Your father's already been out in the
fields for two hours!”

My shoul ders sagged. As | trudged to the back door, nmy eye fell on the
calendar. It was a Mnday.

"Hey," | said hopefully. "You know it's Monday, Mama! Shouldn't | be on nmy way
to school ?"

"School ?" Great-grandma sputtered. "Why | do believe you are tetched in the
head! You finished sixth grade in the spring, girl! There is no nore schoo
for you. You're done!"

My nout h dropped open. Poor Mamawi Uh, make that poor we!

And good morning cows. | trudged to my first chore of the day. After | had

m | ked the cows, Great-grandma put me to work setting out a huge lunch for the
| and surveyors. A lunch that included _ eww _ fresh fried chicken. Finally,
everything was in place. | actually had a minute to breathe. | glanced around
the living room | wonder if there's a good book here |I could read, | nused.
Then | frozel

The book! The book with the norphing potion recipe! Were was it?

| flashed back to the nmine. | squeezed ny eyes shut and pictured the scene.
No, | was sure the book hadn't been there. VWich nust nean it hadn't traveled
back in time with ne!

That al so nmeant | had no idea how to norph back into my present-day self!

| started to shake. What was | going to do? Wwuld | be trapped here, cooking
and cl eaning and killing chickens forever?



| had to find that book

Then | renenbered the copyright date _ 1916. And this was 1920. That neant the
book was published just four years ago. Surely | could track it down
sonmewher e! Somehow

| scanned the walls for a clock and spied our old, broken cuckoo cl ock. Now,

of course, it |ooked al nbost new, and it worked!

"Ww, " | whispered, as the clock struck half-past and little nmechani cal birds
popped out and chirped. It was 11:30. The surveyors _and maybe the secret of
my famly's fortune _ would arrive in fifteen minutes. | would just have to

worry about my future granddaughter, Any Fay Jones, |ater

Chapt er Fourteen

A sharp knock rattled the front door. It was the surveyors!l ran to answer it.
| opened the door to two men. They were both tall, one skinny and the other
roly-poly. They were el egantly dressed. The skinny one renmoved his hat and
pressed it to his chest, covering a vest with shiny buttons and a gold watch
chai n.

"Ah, little girl,"” he said, smoothing his pointy waxed nustache with a gl oved
finger. "Fetch us your mother, won't you? I am M. Spindler and this is ny
associate, M. Ratzman."

The other man's face was oily with sweat. He twitched his nose at ne. Then he
took off his hat and thrust it into ny hands. He |unbered past nme as if | was
no nore than a servant.

"Ms. Jones?" He called. "Yoo-hoo, Ms. Jones!"

Rude

| hated the |l and surveyors at once. Geat-grandma rushed out of the back
bedroom She snoothed her hair, untied her apron and offered her hand to the
men. Suddenly, Spindler and Ratzman transfornmed! They had been bossy as could
be to me. But when they saw Great-grandma, they turned sweet as syrup. Hnph,

t hought to nyself. Kids sure don't get a |lot of respect around here.

"Betty!" Geat-grandma's voice was sharp. "Now why haven't you fetched these
ni ce nen sone | enpbnade yet ?"

See? But all | said was, "Yes, Mana."
For the next half-hour, the surveyors devoured our food like it was their
first neal in a week. | stayed on nmy feet, constantly fetching them nore

pot at oes, nore peach preserves, nore coffee.

Finally,after Ratzman had stuffed three slices of apple pie into his greasy
little mouth, he spoke.

"So Ms. Jones, | believe you have sonething to show us?"

"Ch yes," Geat-grandma said. She seemed nervous. "Shall | call my husband in
fromthe acreage?"

"Of course you needn't," M. Spindler said, snmrking. "You seema bright
little lady. You can handle this yourself."

Great-grandma giggled and turned beet red. Wiy didn't she see through
Spindler's slinmy flattery? | was nore suspicious than ever

"Well, all right then," Grandma said. She went into the pantry and cane out
with a flour canister.

She reached in and pulled out a little bundle, wapped in a dish towel.

She plunked the bundle onto the kitchen table. |I |eaned forward anxiously. The
| and surveyors | eaned forward anxi ously. Corner by corner, G eat-grandm

unw apped the lunp. Wth one last flick of her wist, it was re-vealed. |
cried out in surprise

Chapter Fifteen

"That's it?" | squawked. "A lunmp of coal ?"

But the surveyors were ahem ng and naki ng pl eased-soundi ng grunts.

"Ah, coal! Excellent, Ms. Jones," Spindler said.

"Quite right," Ratzman agreed, reaching for the lunp with squat fingers. His
nose tw tched back and forth. "Pure. Black. Mm vyes, very good. Now you say
your husband happened upon this coal in his cornfield? And you had no idea it



was there?"

"Uh, yessir," Great-grandma said nervously. "W don't know how much of it
there is, either.”
"Well, that's what we're here to find out,"” Spindler assured her. "You could

make a nice little nest egg if there are several acres.
didn't seemexcited. In fact, she was squirning

"Ch, you gentlenen are so kind," she cried. "I cain't deceive you!"

She ran to the pantry and pulled out another toweled [unp. She thrust it into
Spindl er's hands. "You see?" Geat-grandma said. "It's not all pure and bl ack
Thi s chunk seens contam nated. It's shot through with ugly, |ight rock, see?"
Then she sighed and said lanmely, "I'll make you sonme nore coffee while you
examne it." She disappeared into the kitchen. | peered over Spindler's

shoul der at the lunmp in his hand. Great-grandma was right. The bl ack coal was
nmottled with bl obs of whitish-gray rock. But even nore interesting was
Spindler's reaction. He gripped the coal with trenbling fingers. He gaped at
Ratzman. H' s eyebrows danced and his |ips quivered. Meanwhile, Ratzman's nose
was twitching so hard I thought he was going to have a sneezing fit.
"Spindler,"” he whispered. "Do you know what this means?"

But Spi ndl er coughed loudly. "The girl, the girl!" he hissed. Cearly Ratzman
had forgotten | was there. He turned and glared at me. | smled sweetly and
tried to | ook innocent.

"Wwuld you like nore dessert, M. Ratzman?" | cooed, shoving a plate of

gi ngerbread at him

He started to snarl at nme. But he was inter-rupted by G eat-grandma's return.
The nmen harrunphed and conposed them sel ves. Spindler turned coy and cool
"Well, Ms. Jones, unfortunately, you were right," he announced. "This defect
in the coal seam could deval ue your mneral rights, that is, what we could pay
for your coal. Yes, it could take down the price quite a bit."

"But we'll have to survey the land to be sure," Ratzman added, exam ning his
fingernails casually.

"Quite right," Spindler said, leaping to his feet. He grabbed the grayi sh coa
chunk and slid it into his pocket. Then he rushed to the door

"Tell your husband to stay out of his corn field tonmorrow," he ordered. "W'|
be back then. Good day, madam "

Then Spindl er and Ratzman hurried out the door

But G eat-grandma

"Well, | do believe we've disappointed them" Geat-grandma said sadly.
Suddenly, | noticed something fishy. In their rush to | eave, the surveyors had
forgotten the other chunk of coal _ the nice, pure black one! |I grabbed it and
ran after them

"Hey msters!" | called. | caught up to themas the raced down the hill. "You
forgot..."

Spi ndl er spun around. His eyes were nar-rowed. Hi s yellow teeth were bared.
"What do you want, you whi ppersnapper?" he grow ed,

"I j-j-just wanted to give you this," | said, shoving the coal lunp at him
"You forgot it!"

Rat zman swi ped the coal fromnmy hands. "Thank you ny dear,"” he hissed.
"Thanks for nothin'" Spindler spat. "You'd do best to mnd your own business,
little girl."

Chapt er Sixteen

| was trenmbling. | clinbed back onto the front porch. Something was very
fishy.

Great - grandma poked her head out of the screen door.

"Betty Marie, you have dishes to wash in herel™

"Yes Mamm," | said. But | continued to stare at the surveyors as they picked
their way down the rocky path. G eat-grandma joined ne on the porch
"They sure are in a hurry, aren't they?" | said.

"Well, they're boarding with the Wdder Hayes," she replied. "And you know she
lives way yonder down the holler. They probably want to get back quick and
take a nap after that big neal."



"Uh-huh,"” | said. But nmy mind was raci ng. Those guys were up to sonething. |
had to find out

what. | had to get away!

"Mama, " | blurted. "I just renmenbered, | promised |I'd | oan sone enbroi dery
thread to, to ..."

Qui ck, what was a good, ol d-fashioned nane?

"Ethel! Yeah, Ethel,” | cried. "She told me yesterday that she was plum out of
red and desperately needed sone. | promised |I'd bring it to her.”

| held ny breath. Please | et Mamaw have a friend naned Et hel

"Well, which Ethel, Betty?" Mama said inpa-tiently. "Ethel O Mears or Ethel
Pucket t ?"

| sighed with relief. "Un, Puckett," | said.

"Well she's our nearest neighbor," Geat-grandma said. "She's just down the
road a piece. You can go after you finish the dishes."

Ch, no! It would be too late to foll ow the sur-veyors by then

"Did | say Puckett?" | said, slapping ny fore-head. "I neant Ethel O Mears!"
"Ch, well, she's right far down the holler," Geat-grandma scol ded. "You'd
better git, girl, if you want to be back by dark. I'Il tan your hide if | have
to send your daddy out |ooking for you!"

"OK, Mama!" | cried. Then | ran

Chapt er Sevent een

Luckily for me, Spindler and Ratzman didn't know our rough nountain roads |ike
| did. It was a cinch to catch up with themas they stunbled down into the
hol | er.

When | had themin sight, | started ducking behind trees and bushes to spy on
t hem

They were giggling and hoppi ng about. Spindler kept punching Ratznman's arm and
yelling, "Son of a gun!"

"Hmm " | whispered. "What's he so excited about?"
| followed themto a big, rambling house, which nust have been the W dow
Hayes' place. They went inside. | hid in a pack of bushes nearby, and waited.

And waited. And waited!

Dusk was falling fast. Great-grandma's going to take a switch to ne if | don't
start home right now, | thought. | was just getting ready to | eave when the
smarny surveyors energed fromthe house. They were carrying picks and shovel s,
cl oth bags and what | ooked |ike measuring equi pnent. They started wal ki ng back
up the holler. Back towards my house!

| slunk al ong behind them | followed themup the darkening road. They nade a
wi de circle around ny house and crept into G eat-granddaddy's cornfield. Then
while | hid behind a tree nearby, they started digging. They began chi ppi ng
away chunks of coal that seened to be right below the surface! Ratzman held
his lantern up to a piece of the coal

"Uh huh! Yup!" he crowed, junping in place. "There's a ton of it!"

"Hoowee, these hillbillies are dunmb!" Spindler said. "lInmagine, having no idea
that your little shack is sitting on acres and acres of coal, not to mention
di anonds! Hooo, we'll be richer than the Rockefellers when we bilk them out of
this land!"

Di anonds?

I was so shocked, | fell backwards into some bushes.

"Who' s there?" Spindler hissed. He and Ratzman began inching towards ny tree.
I squinched my eyes shut. | pressed against the tree trunk. | tried to becone
i nvi si bl e.

But my eyes flew open when | heard the next sound: the cocking of a pistol

Chapt er Ei ght een

The evil |and surveyors, nake that speculators, were only a few yards away
fromthe tree where | was cringing. | had nowhere to go. | was dead neat!
dropped to the ground, preparing for Spindler's attack. That's when | sawit.
A hole! It |ooked like the den of an animal, probably a fox. It must have been



a fat fox because this hole was pretty wi de. Just w de enough..

Wthout a second thought, | junped in, feet first.

Luckily for me, the hole turned out to be a tunnel, a pretty deep one. 1'd
just pulled nmy head into the shadows when | glinpsed the shiny, black shoes of
Spi ndl er and Ratzman scratching around the tree.

"Who' s there?" Ratzman barked. "Show yourself."

There was a long silence. | held ny breath. | heard the nmen wal ki ng ar ound,
knocki ng branches out of their way and sweari ng.

"Must have just been a deer or sonething," Spindler sighed. They wal ked away.
| was shaking. That was a close one! | could hear the nen tal king as they
finished their shoveling.

"So, we should come up with a plan for this deal, eh?" Ratzman said.

"Why bot her?" crowed Spindler. "lI've dealt with these holler sinpletons
before. They're so glad for a little cash, it takes alnmst nothing to get them

to sign away their mneral rights. And after the papers are signed, well, it's
not our fault if dianonds are discovered, is it?" They erupted in evil

cackles. | was disgusted. But as | heard the nen leave, | grew elated! | knew
the specul ators' entire schene! Al | had to do was tell ny

great-grandparents! They'd put an end to the deal, of course. Then they woul d
nm ne the di anonds thenselves. Qur famly would be set forever.

In fact, we'd be nore than set.

W' d be richl!

Chapter Ni net een

"Pshawl " snorted mny great-granddaddy.

W were sitting at the kitchen table the next norning. Even though | didn't
get to eat breakfast (my punishnent for conming home so | ate the night before)
| stayed at the table to tell Mamaw s parents about the specul ators' schene.
They didn't believe ne!

"It's true," | protested. "Those knobby rocks in the coal, those are di anonds.
Who knows how much they're worth!"

"Di anonds! " | aughed Great-grandnma.. "Nonsense. A dianond is sparkly."

"Don't you see?" | cried. "I heard Spindler and Ratzman tal ki ng about it. They
"Enough! " Great-granddaddy roared. "I will not have ny daughter telling nme ny
busi ness. Children should be seen and not heard!" He junped up fromthe table
and stal ked out to the front porch. Then | heard himcall,

"Ah, good norning M. Spindler. M. Ratzman. We didn't expect you this early!
Betty Marie, get these gentlemen sone coffee.” | kicked the table leg angrily.
Then | trudged over to the stove to obey. The nen stood outside, chatting with
great - granddaddy and slurping up their coffee. Then the three of themtrekked
out to the cornfield to "survey." As if Spindler and Ratzman didn't already
know exactly what |ay beneath the cornstalks.

An hour later, they returned. They sat down at the kitchen table.
Great-grandma rushed to pour them gl asses of iced tea. | stood in the corner
of the kitchen and scow ed.

"Well," Spindler said, pasting a fake, sorrowful |ook on his face. "W've
decided that we will do you the favor of taking those mneral rights off your
hands. But with this inmpure coal you' ve got here, we won't be able to pay
nmuch. "

"Ch," Great-grandma said, sitting down heavily. "Ch, how disappointing. Vell,
maybe it would be best not to sell. Maybe we'd do better just to keep farm ng
the land."

"No? cried Ratzman. "You can't do that!"

"What ?" asked G eat-granddaddy.

Spindler cut in, glaring at the pudgy Ratznman. "Wat ny col | eague neans is,
this land won't be farmable for rmuch | onger. You see how close the coal is to
the surface? That's called erosion of the soil. Once that soil's gone down
anot her few inches, not a seed will grow "

He shook his head sadly and sl apped a hand on G eat-granddaddy' s shoul der



"I"'mafraid this is your best option, M. Jones."

| couldn't stand it. | was watching the famly fortune slip away. This was the
very reason |'d norphed into Mamaw. | had to act!

"You know what | heard?" | called fromny corner. Every head in the room

swi vel ed towards ne. "I heard they found genstones over there in Canp Creek
Hol l er. The fol ks who own the land well, they just built thenselves a

mansi on! "

"You don't say," grow ed Spindler, glaring at ne.

"Yup!"™ | lied. "I wonder if we've got any of those on our |and. Maybe we

shoul d check, huh Daddy?"

Rat zman began to sputter a protest. But G eat-granddaddy cut him off.

"I apol ogi ze for ny daughter," he barked. He turned hurt and angry eyes on ne.
"Betty Marie, now you stay out of this," he growed. "I know nmy own business."
Then he thrust his hand out to Spindler. "Sir," he announced, "you've got
yoursel f a deal!"

Chapter Twenty

"Wonderful ," exclainmed Spindler. He junped to his feet and punped

Great - granddaddy' s hand. "We'll just take the train back to Lexington and have
our |awyer draw up the papers. Let's see, today's Tuesday. We can be back
first thing Thursday for you to sign on the dotted line. Sir you won't be
sorry."

He and Ratzman bustled out the door so fast they overturned a glass of tea.
They didn't even pause to apol ogi ze.

Rude

| crept to the front door and peeked out at the specul ators. They'd paused on
the porch to adjust their fancy hats and gl oves.

"Hee hee, we did it," Ratzman whi spered.

"Yes, despite the efforts of that smarty pants hillbilly girl,’'
hi ssed. "You know, she could nake trouble for us."
Absent - mi ndedl y, he polished his gold pocket watch. "Hey," he said, "Don't you
know a fella around here? A OUem G eel ey?"

"Ch, yeah," Ratzman replied. "Big brute of a guy. Mean one."

"Quite," Spindler said dryly. "You know, he could shut up our little nuisance
ni cely, couldn't he?"

| froze in terror.

"Yes, that's it," Spindler said. "Let's go find himright now You know, there
are mne shafts all over these nountains. Alittle thing like her she's liable
to fall right in!"

Spi ndl er

Chapter Twenty- One

| was sitting on the porch steps, winging ny hands. What was | going to do?
Suddenly, | spied a small, wiry girl who | ooked about my age. She was tronmping
up the road to my house.

"H there," she called. She waved at ne eagerly.

"Uh, hello,” | said.

She stopped at ny feet. She cocked her head to the side. She wrinkled her
freckl ed nose. Her blond hair, which was straight as a stick, was cut in a
short bob.

"Well," the girl said, planting her feet apart. "You' re sure being

stand-of fish this norning."

"Ch," | said, giggling nervously. "I'malways that way with people |I've just
met. Don't worry, |I'Il warmup."

"Just met?" The girl cocked her head to the other side. "Wy Betty Marie
Jones, I'monly Ethel Puckett, your nearest nei ghbor and best girlfriend since
you were two! Why | declare, |I'mhurt by your nalfeasance!"

Et hel Puckett! One of the Ethels 1'd lied to Geat-grandma about.

"Ch, Ethel!" | exclainmed. "Ethel Puckett! O course!"

"What's wong with you?" Ethel asked. "You don't seemyourself. You're al
di sconmbobul at ed. "



Before | had a chance to answer, she chattered on. "How do you like that? |'ve
used two extra-long words. Mal feasance and di sconbobul ated. You dared nme to
learn a big new word every day and | amdoing it! I'll show you."

"Uh, right," | said, trying to |laugh with her. But all | could do was sigh
"OK, out with it," Ethel said, punching ne in the arm

"What's wrong?" she continued. "You ve got that | ook that you al ways get when
you want to tell sonething but you' re being stubborn about it."

| knew exactly what | ook she was tal king about. I'd seen it about a mllion
times on Mamaw s face. Now, of course, it was on ny face.

| gul ped. Well, the grown-ups hadn't believed ne. Maybe Et hel woul d.

So | told her everything about the specul ators, my spying and the | ode of

di anonds in ny daddy's cornfield. | did not, of course, tell Ethel about ny
nmor phi ng. Nobody woul d believe that! Wien | finished the story, Ethel's nouth
was frozen in a big, wide O

"Ch, my," she breathed. "Dianonds in the cornfield. Golly, who' da thunk?"
"So000," | said inmpatiently, "You got any ideas?"

"Nope!" Ethel said cheerfully. "Let ne see a chunk of that coal with the
dianonds in it!"

"I don't have any," | wailed. "The specul ators took the sanples they dug up
And we can't get into the field because Geat-, uh, | nean, Daddy's out there
harvesting before the dig. And he's mad at ne already."

"Well | don't foresee us proving anything w thout the evidence, do you?" Ethe
said. "We've got to get a hunk of that coal."

"But Daddy will be in the field all day," |I lanmented. "And we only have two
days!"

"Well, after you stop your bellyaching," Ethel said, rolling her eyes, "how
"bout we check the fox tunnel s?"

"You know about that fox tunnel by that big oak tree?" | asked.

"Tun-nel s! And excuse nme, but we've been crawling around in those since we
were in kindygar-ten," Ethel blurted. "Lord, your menory's slight today. Don't
you renenber that summer | was grounded for wal king the ridgepole of the roof?
And we dug into all those foxholes so | could sneak out and play with you? W
nmust have dug a nile of tunnels down there. | bet they're still good!"

"Well, at least one of themis," | renmenbered with a shudder. "One right by
the cornfield! Let's go!"

Chapter Twenty- Two

W stopped at G eat-grandpa's shed for picks and a |l antern. Then we snuck
around the outskirts of the cornfield, where G eat-grandpa was hard at work.
Finally, we made it to the big oak tree. There was the foxhole.

"Whoo hoo," Ethel whistled softly, peering into the hole. "This does take ne
back!"

Then she punched ne in the armagain. OM Wat was this, sonme sort of secret
handshake? Before | had a chance to return the gesture, Ethel grabbed the

| antern and dove, head first, into the tunnel

"Ethel ?" | called shakily. "Uh, hows it going in there?"

Her voice was nuffled. "Wiy don't you cone in and see, scaredy cat!"

| sighed and grabbed our tools. Then | craw ed in behind Ethel

W inched along like noles. We scratched away clunps of dirt and plant roots.
I couldn't see rmuch of anything except Ethel's high-ankled boots skittering
ahead of ne.

But oh, | could hear her!

"Well, looky there, a toad just hit ne in the nose," she called. "You K back
there? Hope ny feet don't stink! Hee hee!"

| rolled my eyes and called, "Keep crawling Ethel! Do you see any coal ?"

She gasped. "I think this night be coal right here in front of ne. Except it's
got these knobby, white rocks in it!"
"Those are the dianonds,"” | yelled. | passed a pick up towards Ethel's right

arm "Gab a chunk and we can get out of herel™
"OK," she called. "I'mreaching, |I'mreeeachiiing..."



| heard a strange runble. Then | heard a nuffled squeal: "Betty? Betty! Help
ne!"
"Et hel , what happened?” | screeched.

"Cave-in. Wile | was reaching ny arns out. My arms _ they're trapped. | can't
nmove 'em And the dirt's right against ny face, Betty! | only have about an
inch of air to breathe! I'mscared!"

| backed up a little and started yanking on Ethel's boots. But all that budged
were the boots. They came right off in nmy hands.

"You're wedged in," | yelled. "I'lIl go get Daddy!"

"No!" Ethel called. "He'll tan our hides good if he finds out we came down
here! You'll have to go around, use the tunnel that bunps into this one up
ahead. Renenber? You can dig nme out fromthe other side. You renenber, don't
ya, Betty?"

| was in a panic! How could | tell Ethel that of course | didn't renmenber?
That | wasn't even really Betty Marie Jones!

| tuned out Ethel's voice.

| squeezed ny eyes shut.

Think |li ke Mamaw, | said to nyself.

Then, through a haze in ny head, a picture cane to ne. It was faint and fuzzy.
But it got clearer. And clearer.

It was a maze of tunnels. | knew where to go! | scrunched forward and grabbed
the lantern. | patted Ethel on the shoulder. "Keep calling ny name," | said.
"Don't stop, whatever you do!"

| started scuffling back through the tunnel. | passed the hole where we'd

dropped in and kept going.

And then | saw it! A passage jutting off to the left, just as I'd seen it in
ny m nd.

| dove into the tunnel. | started crawing as fast as | could. As | craw ed,
strained ny ears.

| couldn't hear a thing!

"Ethel," | yelled, "are you there? Call ny nane!"

Not hi ng

| crawl ed further, scranbling and scraping and bunping the dirt walls with ny
face.

"Ethel ?" | screaned

Chapter Twenty-Three

"Betty?"

What was that? It sounded like a tiny chipmunk, squeaking.

| crawed forward a little. "Ethel, where are you?" | yelled.

"Betty."

| turned to nmy left and started pawing frantic-ally at the dirt. | dug and
dug. | yelped in pain as one of my fingernails tore. Then | struck an arm
Et hel ' s armn

"Eeek," | heard, "sonmething's got ne!"

"I"ve got you," | screaned. | kept digging until | reached her. W cl utched

each ot her.
"It's a miracle," Ethel breathed dramatically. "Thank you Betty! You have
emanci pated me fromcertain death!"

"Ni ce vocabulary,” | said. Then | grabbed the pick and chi nked off a | unp of
the white-fl ecked coal

"OK, let's get out of here," | said.

Ve went !

Finally, we craw ed out of the foxhole. W were so nuddy and dirty, | woul dn't
have recogni zed ny face _ nake that Mamaw s face _ if | looked in the mrror.
As Ethel and | brushed ourselves off, | noticed a big, hairy hulk of a man.

He was | eaning against a birch tree a few yards away. He had a barrel chest, a
scraggly beard and beady little eyes that glared out from under one | ong,

bl ack, bushy eyebr ow.

He was squinting at us and chewi ng on a piece of grass.



"BEwmy, who's that," | whispered.

"Ch, you know, that's just Cem Geeley," Ethel said.

"Ch," | said.

Then | froze. dem Geel ey?

| pictured the smarny M. Spindler saying, "Don't you know a fella around
here? A Cem Geeley? He could shut up our little nuisance nicely, couldn't
he?"

| gasped.

Then | grabbed Ethel's hand.

"Ruuunr | screaned.

Chapt er Twenty- Four

Et hel and | raced through the woods down the holler. | could hear the rasping
breaths of C em as he clomped al ong right behind us.

"I don't... know ... why ... you ... girlies ... even ... bother,"” he yelled
out between huffs and puffs. "I'mnuch ... bigger ... than ... you ... I'm
only... gonna... catch ya!"

"Ch yeah?" | shouted. | followed Ethel as she hopped over a fallen tree trunk

"You know what they say, 'The bigger they are, the harder they fall!""
"We' || see about that!" Cemgrunted. Then he leapt through the air. He was
headed straight for nel

"Aaaaah" | shrieked.

In md-air, Cemgrabbed one of my corkscrew curls.

We both fell to the ground, ne with a small thunp and demw th a huge thud.
"Qoof " he grunted. The breath was knocked out of him | hel ped matters by
ai m ng one of ny hard-sol ed boots right for his heaving stomach.

"Arghr he yelled, dropping my hair to clutch at his mddle.

"Ha!" | shouted. | junped to ny feet and dashed off.

Et hel was way ahead of nme. "This way," she shouted, veering to the left. "To
M. Roper's dairy farm"

"What ever you say," | yelled, racing after her. | guess C em had recovered.
could hear his big feet crashing through the brush behind ne.
"Ethel, he's catching up again," | called.

"Trust ne," she screaned. She'd cone to a split rail fence!l What now?
Et hel made a sharp right and began running al ongsi de the fence. Bew | dered,
fol | oned.

"Ethel," | cried. "Let's hop the fence!"

"Not yet," she ordered.

"Why not?" | huffed. By now, | could alnost feel Clems breath on the back of
ny neck!

"You'll see," Ethel shouted over her shoul der

So we ran

And ran.

W followed that split rail fence forever, it seened

Finally, Ethel screeched to a halt.

"Now " she yelled. "Betty, junp long and far!"

| watched as she scranbled over the rails and | eaped way out into the neadow.

Five seconds later, | was lying in the grass next to her

"Peee-eeew What's that smell?" | blurted. Then | forgot the stench
conpletely! | pointed and screaned!

"d enmm "

Chapter Twenty-Five

Cem Geel ey had not been deterred. Though he was sweating buckets and
wheezi ng badly, he began to |unber over the fence. But he was too big and
clumsy to junp but into the neadow the way Ethel and | had. He nerely rolled
over the top rail with a grunt and a plop. Aloud plop. Asnelly plop
"Aaaargh," C emshouted in disgust.

Et hel started shrieking with laughter. "Ha, ha! The biggest dung heap in
Bear head Holler and A emis making hinmself confortable right init!"



| joined in the joke. "Wwoo hoo! Fee, Fi, Fo, Fum I'mCemGeeley and |'m
real dunmb!"

C em shook his fist at us, but he was too exhausted and encrusted with cow
manure to chase us. Ethel and | ran off, skipping and | aughing.

"I"'mgonna git you!" Cemcalled.

Chapter Twenty-Six

W ran and hid in Ethel's daddy's barn.

I flung nyself onto a hay bale. Ethel skipped over to say hello to a

sl eepy-eyed brown horse. She held our coal chunk up to his nose.

"Do those little rocks | ook |ike dianonds to you?" Ethel asked the horse. It
snort ed.

"Me either," Ethel responded

"That's the problem"™ | mpaned. "Who could believe those little knobs are raw
di anonds? None of the poor fol k around here coul d possi bly know what raw

di anonds | ook |ike."

"So what we need is sonmeone smart and rich," Ethel declared. "Sonmeone with
experience with this sort of thing."

"Where on earth would we find soneone |like that in Bearhead Holler?" | wail ed.
Et hel gasped. She junped onto ny hay bal e and shook nme by the shoul ders. "I've
got it! Mss Mntgonery!"

"Mmmss Wi-who?" | stuttered as Ethel jangled nme about.

"You know, the school teacher," Ethel said. |I thought about the teachers at ny
school back hone. | nean, in the present. Mst of them were underpaid. And
frazzled. And, well, just smart enough to get quickie teaching certificates
fromthe comunity coll ege

"Are you sure some school teacher is the best person to go to?" | quavered.
"Well, Mss Mntgonery isn't just any school teacher,' Ethel scoffed. "You
know her story."

"Refresh ny nenmory," | said with a sigh. It was getting tiresome not know ng
anyt hi ng.

"It's atragic tale,” Ethel said dreanily. "M ss Montgonery was the daughter
of one of the nost inportant men in Lexington. She had it all. She even went

to a teaching college in Boston.

"Then she cane back to Lexington. She was going to teach history at a fancy
girls' acadeny. But her daddy had other plans. He tried to marry her off to a
wel | - connected man, but he was cruel and tw ce her age. She ran away to

Bear head Holl er and got a job teaching at our little school. And she hasn't
seen her famly since." W both sighed.

"Poor M ss Montgonery," | |amented.

Et hel broke out of her reverie. "Oh, things aren't so bad for M ss

Mont gonery, " she said brightly. "She is being courted by that cute M.

Hughes!"

"Do you think she'll want to help us?" | asked.

""Course!" Ethel announced inportantly. "She adores ne! She's the one who gave
me my dictionary so | can augnent ny illustrious vocabul ary. Conme on. Let's
go!"

Chapter Twenty- Seven
M ss Montgonery lived in a sinple, one-roomcabin at the base of the holler.

But when she opened the door, her lipsticked snile seened to fill the room
wi th gl anour.
"Ethel! Betty Marie!" she exclaimed. "What a nice surprise. | was just taking

some ci nnamon buns out of the oven." She was beautiful. She had wavy red hair
twirled into a bun at the base of her neck. Her skin was as white as china. As

she set a plate of steam ng sweet rolls on the table, | noticed sparkly rubies
bob- bi ng from her earl obes.
"Ww, where did you get those earrings?" | asked.

"I inherited them from ny grandnother," M ss Mntgonmery said sadly. "Before
before | left Lexington. My grandfather had quite an eye for fine



genst ones. "

"Well actually," Ethel said, "That's why we're here. W need your help. W
need a grown-up who can convince Betty's parents that there are raw di anonds
in their coal!"

After | explained everything to M ss Mntgonery, Ethel plunked our smudgy coa
[ unp on the clean tablecloth.

Rude

| kicked her under the table.

"OM" she cried, glaring at ne.

"That's OK, Betty," Mss Mntgonery | aughed, picking up the coal and whi sking
the black dust away with her fingers. "Well, this is the npbst un-usual piece
of coal |'ve ever seen.”

She examined the lunp, turning it this way and that with a frown on her face.
Finally, she sighed.

"I just don't know girls," she said. "lI've read geol ogy books. They descri be
raw di anonds found in Africa. And | do know that those dianonds were dull and
whitish before they were cut and polished. But | haven't seen a picture. So |
can't say | know whet her these are di anonds.

"And since | never net these deceitful speculators, |I doubt your parents would
believe ne either, Betty," she said synmpathetically. "You know, your parents
don't think nmuch of schools, or school teachers."

"Yeah," | said, noping.

M ss Montgonery picked up a ci nnanon bun and munched thoughtfully. Then she
swal | owed abruptly and cried, "I don't know why | didn't think of it earlier
M. Hicks!"

"Who's that?" Ethel asked.
"Ajeweler | used to know in Lexington,'’

M ss Montgonery said. "He was a

friend of the famly. A very odd nman. But a brilliant craftsman when it cane
to gens. | bet he could identify a raw di anond with one eye covered and one
hand tied behind his back."

"Well that'd be great, if he wasn't all the way in Lexington," | said.

"Ch, Lexington is just an inexpensive train ride away," M ss Montgonery said.
"I"'msure if you asked your parents, they'd take you there. Surely they'd be
open to talking with M. Hicks."

Coming fromM ss Montgonery, that sounded |ike the nost logical idea in the
wor | d.

"You're right, Mss Mntgonery," | said. "Thank you so nuch. 1'mgoing to go
talk to them at supper tonight."

"Thanks for the cinnanon buns too," Ethel said, snatching a couple of them
fromthe plate before running with me to the door

"Good luck, girls,"” the teacher called after us.

Et hel and | raced up the holler road towards ny house. Wien we were al npst
there, Ethel veered onto a tree-lined drive.

"Where are you goi ng?" | denmanded

"Home!" she said with her nouth full of cinnanmon bun. "I left all ny chores
undone while we were running around. | don't want nmy mama to get any nadder at
me than she already is."

"You're not going to help ne talk to ny parents?" | wail ed.

"Heck no!" Ethel said. "You know your daddy always scared ne a little bit!"
"Me, too," | whispered.

"Come on," Ethel conforted nme. "You know your parents so well. You'll be able
to wheedle a trip to Lexington out of them easy. By tomorrow night, you'll be
back triunphant fromthe big city. And rich too!"

| wanted to yell, "I don't know ny parents at all! I'mnot Betty Marie! |I'm
just Any!"

But all | said was, "Uh, you're probably right. OK see you tonorrow then."
"Triunmphant!" Ethel yelled, raising a fist in the air.

"Uh huh," | quavered.

Then | gul ped hard and headed "hone."



Chapter Twenty- Ei ght

"Lexi ngt on?" G eat-granddaddy slamed his knife and fork on the kitchen table
so hard the glasses shinm ed and the di shes shuddered. "Absolutely not, young
lady. | told you to keep out of this!"

"But Daddy, what if those rocks are dianonds and not just inmpure coal ?" |
asked. "Aren't you curious? W nay be rich beyond our wildest dreans."

But Great-grandma and G eat-granddaddy woul dn't hear of a trip to the city.

"You're dreaming, girl," Geat-granddaddy said. "And | don't need to visit
some stranger in the city to see that those ugly rocks aren't dianonds!"
"Isn't it worth the risk ..." | began. But G eat-grandma interrupted.

"Elizabeth Marie Jones" she said. "You are disrespecting your parents. You
know t hat your father can't work in the nmines. He had consunption as a child
and his lungs can't take the coal dust. This land is our livelihood. Selling
these mneral rights is the only way to keep putting food on the table.

"Now you get to bed and stop tal ki ng non-sense about things you don't
under st and! "

"I't's you who doesn't understand,” | whispered as | trudged up the steps to
the loft. But |I didn't go to sleep. | didn't even go to bed. | waited. And I
wai t ed.

Finally, Geat-grandma snothered the fire in the big, black stove.
Great - granddaddy snuffed out his corn cob pipe. They went to their bedroom and
shut the door.

In a flash, | stuffed the chunk of dianond-coal in ny skirt pocket. | raced
down the loft steps. Si-lently, | slipped out the front door. | started
runni ng down the road. | was naking a break for it!

Chapter Twenty-N ne

Soon, | was standing in sone bushes, throw ng pebbles at an upstairs w ndow of
Et hel ' s house.

"Please let this be Ethel's wi ndow," | whispered. Mamaw, of course, would know
exactly which wi ndow bel onged to her best friend. Me _ | could only guess.
After a few mnutes, Ethel stuck her head out the wi ndow. | had been right!

Et hel yawned, then nunbled, "Who's there? Is it ny secret admirer?"

I couldn't resist. | lowered ny voice to a grow and replied, "Ch Ethel, ny
darling, your face noves nme nore than a Moon Pie. Your voice, it's like

nocki nghirds to ny ears. I, Cem Geeley, have come to declare ny undying
devotion."

"Eeeeww " Et hel screeched. "Cem Geeley!"

I let out a giggle.

"CGot you, Juliet,” | called. "Now could you kindly get dressed and conme down
from yonder wi ndow? And bring some food. W're going on mission inpossible.”
"M ssion inpossible,” Ethel repeated. "Catchy. I'Il be right down."

Five mnutes later, she energed wearing a dress and sweater and carrying a
smal |, cloth bag.

"I'"ve got a poke full of |eftovers from supper,"’
and pecan pie. So what are we doi ng?"

she offered. "Fried chicken

"Mama and Daddy refuse to go to Lexington to find that jeweler," | said. "So
' mgoing nyself! | have no nmoney, so I'll have to sneak on to the train. And
Ethel, | need you to go with nme. | need your help!"

Et hel started trenmbling. "I don't know, Betty," she said. "My parents will
whup me good if | sneak out."

"M ne too," | said.

"And |'ve never been on a train before.”

"Me either,” | said.

It was the truth. 1'd only ridden the bus on ny few short trips out of the
hol | er.

"But Ethel, trust me," | said. "This is for nore than just me and ny mana and

daddy. It's about nuch nore than that. Ch, if only | could make you
under stand. "
Et hel gripped ne by the shoulders. | braced myself for a shake, but she only



squeezed. "Betty Marie," she whispered, "you' ve been my best friend since we
were two. | trust you. Besides, like | said, |I've never been on a train
before! ™"

That's when | noticed that Ethel's eyes were gleaning. Not with fear, but with
excitenent.

"Maybe we could eat in the dining car!" | said. "W'Ill go to the gam ng car
and play cards,"

Et hel squeal ed.

"We'll sit on red vel vet banquettes,” | said, junping up and down.
"What's a banquette?" Ethel asked.
"I don't know, but doesn't it sound wonderful ?" | replied. W giggled and

started running down the holler

Chapter Thirty

By dawn, we had al nost reached the train depot. It was Wednesday norning, a
danp, shadowy, foggy norning. We only had until tonorrow to outwit Spindler
and Ratzman. And cone to think of it, | hadn't had a minute to try to track
down t he norphing reci pe book! | shook ny head as we wal ked towards the depot.
I couldn't think about that now First | had to save the fortune. Then I'd

t hi nk about norphing back into myself. And if | never found the book, well, at
least Mamaw s life _ uh, nmy life _ would be a lot better than it m ght have
been. As good as a life could be, that is, with no nodern things, and no
booknobi | e and no school and..

"Betty, what's wrong? You | ook positively stricken," Ethel said as she tronped
al ong besi de ne.

"What ? Ch, nothing," | said, trying to shake all thoughts of norphing fromny
head. "I was... just wondering how we're going to sneak onto the train, that's
all.”

Hrmm let me think," Ethel said. Then she grabbed nmy armexcitedly. "Hey,
there it is!”

The road ended at a | ong boardwal k. On one side of the walk was the train
station. And on the other _ the train! The engine, which was resting at our
end of the wal k, was beautiful, with red racing stripes running along its

si des.

"It's straight out of a history museunml ™ | gasped.
"What are you tal king about?" Ethel |aughed. "It |ooks like the latest thing
to ne! Hey, | have an idea. Let's walk down to the caboose. W'll circle

around to the other side of the train, where nobody can see us. And then we'll
junp into a baggage car or sonething like that!"

"Great plan,” | said. Trying to act casual, we wal ked qui ckly down the
boardwal k. It was al nost enpty. It was actually kind of eerie. The fog swirled
around our feet. There wasn't a sound except ny footsteps. And Ethel's
footsteps. And sonebody el se's footsteps! | clutched Ethel's arm W stopped
suddenly. Just a second too late, the other footsteps stopped too. W started
again. So did those footsteps.

| whi pped around. "Who's there?" | called. "Wo's follow ng us?"

A form stepped slowy out of the swirling shadows. It had a barrel chest. And
matted black hair. And it snelled of dung.

"Aemm" | yelled.

W started raci ng down the boardwal k. O em cackled and started | oping after
us. But if he was gaining on us, | couldn't hear it. H's footsteps _ and
everything else for that matter _ were drowned out by the shriek of the train
whi st e.

A man's voice rang out: "All aboard!"

' Nooooo, " | shout ed.

Chapter Thirty-One

Et hel and | dashed down the boardwal k. But we weren't dodging trees in the
woods or hopping fences now C emwas gaining on us fast! | glanced over ny
shoul der to get a glinpse of him | tripped and tunbled to the boardwal k! Cem



| eapt on nme before | could even scream

Pinning ny legs to the ground with one nmeaty knee, he reached for ny waist. He
was going to carry ne off and throw ne into a mne shaft!

"Ethel, help ne!"™ | cried.

Et hel scanned the ground. She hopped off the boardwal k and, out of the gravel
next to the railroad tracks, she fished a huge, heavy railroad spike. It was
al nrost a foot long. Its head was two i nches across. Gipping the spike by the
poi nty end, Ethel bounded over to nme and Cem She raised her arm over her
head.

"Make sure you don't hit me!" | screeched.

That made Ethel hesitate. At the same nonment, Cemwhirled around. And | unged
straight for Ethel!

Chapter Thirty-Two

"Ai yeeee!" Ethel screamed. In her terror, she flung the spike out of her hand.
And woul dn't you know, it bashed Clemright in the forehead!

"Ugh," he gurgled. He fell to his knees. He wobbled a bit. Then he passed out.
"Yes!" Ethel called. She reached down to help ne to ny feet. "W did it!"

"Not quite," | yelled. "The train's |eaving!"

VWhile we'd been fighting off Clem the train had started to chug out of the
depot .

Et hel and | started racing alongside the train. | spotted an enpty cattle car,
with an open door. Wthout pausing to think, | leapt through the air. The top

hal f of nmy body landed in the car. Wth a |lot of kicking and struggling, |
pul l ed the rest of nyself in.

Wiere was Ethel? | turned around and screaned!

Et hel was running al ongside the train. She was struggling to keep up.

And C em was waki ng up

He lurched to his feet. He shook his head. He gaped at the departing train.
Then he started to bound after Ethel

"Betty, he's gonna git ne!" she screaned

"Not if you junmp!" | shouted. "Ethel _ trust ne. I'Il catch you!"
| braced myself and held nmy hands out. She junped and caught ny hands!
"Pull, Betty!" she shrieked. "Pull me in!'" | pulled. | yanked. And | tugged.

Et hel's boots were hitting the railroad ties with a thunp, thunp, thunp.

"Onv. OM OwM" she yelled.

C em gal | oped al ong the boardwal k. He was gai ning on her! Then he | eapt
through the air to grab her. | gritted nmy teeth and gave a trenendous yank

Et hel tunbled into the cattle car. And Clemtunbled to the ground! He'd never
catch up now. The train began to pick up speed. W were on our way to the big
city and the jeweler, M. Hicks.

And the key to my fanmly's fortune!

Chapter Thirty-Three

A few hours later, the train chugged into Lexington. Ethel and | rolled
stiffly out of the cattle car onto a boardwal k just Iike the one at the

Bear head Hol | er depot. We picked hay out of our hair.

"So much for the dining car," Ethel said glumy. W had eaten our sack |unch
sitting on a hay bale.

"Yeah. And the red velvet banquettes,” | said.

W wal ked into the big, fancy train station.

"Ww " Ethel and | said together. Inside the station was a huge gilded cl ock
And statues of angels _ the mpbst beautiful things |I'd ever seen

Then we energed onto a bustling city street.

"Ww " we excl ai med again. People were everywhere. O d cars darted al ong the
cobbl estone street. Vendors were selling appl es and newspapers, flowers and
roasted chestnut s!

W stunbl ed al ong the sidewal k with our nouths hangi ng open.

Suddenly, | stopped and shook ny head. "Ethel," | said, "I alnost forgot why
we're here. W have to find this M. Hicks."



| grabbed her hand and we wal ked to a corner flower stall. An old, wtchy
worman sat inside. Irritably, she kept rearrangi ng her wares _ sad-1| ooking

dai si es, day-old roses and faded carnations.

"Um excuse ne," | said. "We are looking for a jeweler. A man named M. Hi cks.
Do you know where his shop is?"

"Hi cks, eh?" the old wonan draw ed, opening a mouth with nore spaces in it
than teeth. "Wat do you want with hin? The man's batty! H's shop's been

cl osed for years!™

My heart leapt into my throat. No! M. H cks was ny | ast chance!

"Do you know if... if he still lives in Lexington?" | squeaked.

"Ch, he still has an apartnent over his old shop, about half a mle

t hat -a-way," the woman replied, pointing. "He's on Carter Street."

"Thank you," | breathed, tugging at Ethel's sleeve. W were just about to

cross the street when the fl ower seller squawked at us.

"I'd think hard before I visited old man Hicks," she called. "He's feeble.
Doddering. Can't get out to buy genms anynore. | hear he substitutes with the
teeth of kiddies!"

She cackl ed, openi ng her gap-toothed nouth w de.

"I wonder if she learned that from experience," | whispered. But | didn't wait
around to ask.

W were off to find M. Hi cks.

Chapter Thirty-Four

"Hey | ook," Ethel cried as we tronmped up Carter Street. "I think that's it."
She was pointing at a storefront. A padl ock hung on the front door. The w ndow
was boarded up. The sign sagged. It said, "H cks Fine Gens and Jewelry. Est.
1880. "

"The flower seller wasn't kidding," | noaned. "This place has been cl osed
forever."

"Yeah, but she said he lived in an apartment above the store," Ethel said.
"Here's a stairwell."

The stairs were next to the shop's door. W peered up the | ong passageway.
"Dark," | observed.

"Do you think he's up there?" Ethel asked.

"Only one way to find out," |I said. | started clinmbing the stairs. Ethel
ti ptoed behi nd ne.
Bl ue paint was chipping off the door at the top of the stairwell. There was no

bell. Timdly, | knocked.

W waited. My stomach churned.

pered. "l1've got the willies, bad!"

"Me, too," | squeaked.

| had taken a single step down the stairs when the door burst open.

| stared up at an extrenely tall old man. H s beard was |ong and yel |l owwhite.
H s shoul ders were rounded. H's clothes _ faded, but clean _ hung | oosely on
hi s skinny frane.

"What ?" the man barked. "What are you selling? Watever it is, | don't want
none. Now git, ya varmnts."

He | eaned down and thrust his face into mine. Hs breath snelled |ike .
chocol ate! "Or," he said, "should I call the cops?"

Chapter Thirty-Five

"Please, M. Hicks!" | quavered. "You are M. Hicks, aren't you?"

"Maybe, " the man said, straightening up. He glared at me with cl oudy blue eyes
that rem nded nme of Mamaw.

"M ss Montgomery sent us," | said.

"Don't know her," he said, scowing.

"Yes, you nust," Ethel cried. "M ss Jane Montgonery. Qur school teacher. She
said you were a friend of the famly."

"Ch," M. Hicks said quietly. "Ch yes. Janie Montgonmery. Sweet girl. Wth [ ong
red hair?"



"That's her!" | exclainmed.

"How . . . howis the poor girl?" he asked softly.

"Ch, she's splendiferous," Ethel gushed. "She's the best teacher for niles
around Bearhead Holler. And she has a very nice beau. Jonat han Hughes. He owns
t he general store.”

Rel i ef seemed to spread across M. Hicks' face. He opened his shabby door

wi de.

"Come in," he said. "lI'msorry for ny gruff-ness. Sonetimes kids _ they cone
and bang on ny door. They call ne nanes and tease ne. | thought you were a
couple of them But of course you're not. Conme, cone, have sone chocol ates."
He thrust a box of bon-bons at us. Ethel and | each grabbed a piece of candy
and sat down on a couple of ripped up |eather chairs.

"So, what can | do for you?" M. Hi cks asked.

| handed himthe |unmp of coal

M. Hicks slipped on a pair of funny glasses with a tiny tel escope sticking

out of each lens. | covered ny nouth to keep from | aughi ng.
"Hmm " he grunted as he exami ned the coal. "Hunph."
He turned to his desk, which was littered with small, dusty tools.

He chiseled a gray rock out of the coal |lunp. Then he held the rock up to a
tiny round blade that he set to whirring with a foot pedal. Wth a horrible
sawi ng sound and a few expert sw pes, M. H cks turned that ugly gray rock
into a clear sparkling stone.

"Where did you find these di anonds?" M. Hicks excl ai ned.

Et hel and | junped out of our chairs.

"There really are dianmobnds in ny daddy's corn field,"” | shouted.

"Your daddy's corn field!"™ M. H cks exclainmed. He threw his head back and

| aughed.

"I"1l be doggone!" he crowed. "Well, it's not unheard of. Legend has it that

once every generation

or so, dianmpnds do crop up in these Appal achian Mountains. Just like this _
nesting in a seamof coal."

"So will you help me, M. Hicks?" | asked. "WIIl you cone back to Bearhead
Hol ler and tell ny parents that these are really di anonds?"

| expl ai ned how Spi ndl er and Ratzman woul d practically steal our fortune away
fromus the very next day if my parents couldn't be convinced.

But M. Hicks' shoul ders sagged.

"Ch no, | couldn't do that," he said. "I'"'man old man, too old to travel.

Besi des, |'ve vowed never again to meddle.

"The last tine | got mxed up in other folks' affairs, | ruined a girl's life.
O so | thought,"” he said. "I made a dianmond ring for a powerful old man, even

though | knew his fiance was being forced into the engagenent by her father
Chased that girl right out of Lexington _ her hone."

Et hel and | gul ped. He was tal king about M ss Mntgonery! Still, | couldn't
resi st one nore try.

"Ch, please, sir," | said. "lIsn't there any way you coul d hel p?"

"Well, | can give you docunentation," he said. He rifled through a desk drawer

and pulled out a form

"This here is a certificate of authenticity," he said, scribbling on the form
"I authorize that this is a genuine dianond worth, let's see, one thousand
dol l ars!”

| gasped.

"Yup, it's astonishing, isn't 