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Prologue 
 

Her eyes shot open and darted left toward the fluttering moonlight reflecting 

through the rain drenched window, straining to see what had made the noise. She was 

careful to hold her head perfectly still, imagining an enemy in the shadows of her 

makeshift bedroom. She had feared her brothers or their minions over the years, but that 

was no longer a problem. “Serves them right,” she whispered in a dry, husky tone, 

realizing she needed to drink some water. The wind bounced sheets of rain against the 

darkened glass and as her brain began to focus she recalled that a nighttime squall wasn’t 

at all unusual for her beachside home this time of year. This was the third in two weeks. 

It was probably a bird or stick that the wind had slammed against her bedroom wall. It 

was hard to make out the source of such bumps in the stormy nights when they woke her, 

because her rousing brain only sensed an echo of what her ears had actually heard. A 

flash of lightning filled her eyes and she tensed her entire body with an instant lurch, 

recoiling at the gloomy threat it made, lying alone and vulnerable in the night. She waited 

a few seconds then heard the grumbling thunder. She could tell it was out over the sea 

somewhere.  

Perhaps she should raise the bed, she thought. After all, it would be a while before 

she could get back to sleep now. She could read a little, or turn on her television. That 

would soothe her ruffled feathers. She reached for the hand control and fumbled for the 

UP button, pressing it with her thumb, waiting a moment to feel the soft rumble as the 
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motor slowly raised her head. Nothing. Oh no, she thought, realizing that the power was 

probably out again. These little coastal towns had surprisingly reliable current, but during 

gales like these, all bets were off. She shivered, wondering if the heat would come on 

while the power was out. Her bare feet had somehow found themselves outside of the 

comfort of her blanket, and she fidgeted a little, trying to work the crocheted Afghan that 

gave extra warmth to her legs back down over her cold feet. It wasn’t working.  

She lay flat in her bed, a prisoner of her horizontal position. It had been some time 

since she could just sit upright without some sort of assistance. She had even gotten 

herself a fancy power lift chair for the living room—the kind that boosts you to an almost 

standing position before your feet even touch the floor. Her friend Berta had teased her a 

little, but once she’d tried it out, she ordered one and was getting assisted to her feet 

within a few days. She smiled at the thought of Berta eating a little crow on that one. Her 

next splurge was on this beauty—the Cadillac of home hospital beds. Medicare had paid 

for much of it. With the push of a button she could sit up if she wasn’t ready to sleep, or 

she could breathe easier if her chest was hurting at night. It was hard for her to get out of 

bed if she couldn’t raise it, like now, so she just lay there, staring at the muddy dancing 

shadows across the ceiling as the moon’s light reflected on the running rainwater on the 

glass. She felt a surge of anger shoot through her, knowing that they had kept her 

struggling in relative poverty most of her life while they lived like kings. She could only 

afford a visiting part-time nurse, so most of the daily drudgery was up to her to figure 

out. How to get out of a chair, or out of bed, or into the bathroom—things that had never 

required a lick of effort were now monumental tasks that required planning and hefty 
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investments.  

Another flash of light and she closed her eyes tight, counting the seconds until the 

thunderclap. Three. That meant it was getting close. She wasn’t happy. She didn’t like 

thunderstorms, and she especially didn’t like them when she was alone, without power. 

She was suddenly angry at how horrible her life had become. First her parents, then her 

husband; and then her few friends had moved away years ago. This was not how she’d 

thought her life would be. She began to think about the children she never had, and the 

grandchildren that had not come. She usually resisted these thoughts, but tonight was just 

not going to allow her any happy distractions. She thought about trying to roll over on her 

side just as she glimpsed a shadow moving at the end of her bed. It must have been a trick 

of the faint light splashing through the running water on the window. She froze and 

watched, waiting for another sign of movement. There was nothing. Then there it was 

again. A dark shadow, moving away from the other shadows. Her eyes grew wide and 

she tried to say something, but her throat was tense and her voice failed. The dark figure 

was right at the end of her bed now, and she suddenly felt a small sting between her 

exposed toes.  

“Aaurghh,” she managed, but was so shocked that she couldn’t form a word. 

What was going on? She struggled to sit up and get a better look at the dark figure, but 

she simply could not. She pushed down with her right elbow and forced herself over on 

her left side with a burst of strength. She raised up on her left arm and strained her eyes to 

see clearly in the darkness. She couldn’t tell if the figure was still there, or if he had gone. 

Why had he crept into her room, and what was that sting between her toes? It made no 

sense. Her strength was fading as quickly as it had appeared, and she rolled onto her back 



6	
BRI

BRIT AXTON: A Golden Legacy  
By James Thompson and Brigitte Thompson	

	
	
	
again. Her eyes stared straight up and she felt the darkness closing in around her. The dim 

dancing light on the ceiling was muddied quickly as her ability to focus faded. The clear 

lines that divided the shadows from faint light muddled to gray, and her last thought was 

of her old friend, whose name now escaped her. She hoped she would find it. She’d had 

to hide it from them. But now it was up to . . . she couldn’t remember her name. It was all 

up to her now.  

  



Chapter One — Page One 
 

Brit rolled down the window and squinted through the darkness to the street sign a 

block away. It was barely lit by a distant streetlight.  

“I think I’ll get out here,” she said to the driver, who quickly pulled over to the 

curb. Brit glanced at her app to confirm he’d been paid.  

“Get out where? Why there?” Savannah’s voice came over the phone.  

Brit nodded to the driver as he pulled away, and spoke into the earpiece mic, “I’m 

close, but I wanted to walk the last two blocks.”  

“Exactly where are you?” Savannah repeated. “I’m tracking you, but I don’t know 

what you’re seeing.” 

“I can see the neon Joe’s Real BBQ sign back on Gilbert Road, and the water 

tower behind it. Hmm, I’m surprised the sign is still lit at 2:00 a.m.”  

“Okay. Got ya. It’s two blocks east, and one block north.”  

“Okay,” Brit answered, taking off at a fast pace. She was glad Savannah was with 

her, even if only by phone. She hugged the dark sections of the sidewalk, pulling her 

black hoody up and adjusting the camera strap on her shoulder.  

“Hey, are you going to Sara’s party?” Brit heard in her ear. 

“I didn’t plan on it. Why? Are you?”  

“Of course. Everyone is gonna be there.”  

“Exactly,” Brit said. 

“How can you not go?”  

“Oh, I can not go.”  
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Brit could tell that Savannah was tired of having this conversation with her, and 

by now should know better than to even try talking her into going to a party. It wasn’t 

Brit’s style—if you could call it a style.  

“Plus, Liam asked me to go,” Savannah added. 

“Oooo. Since he made the varsity team, he’s been in demand. Feelin’ any 

competition yet?” 

“No. That’s not how Liam is. You know that.” 

“I know,” Brit said. “But people change. Especially when their social status 

changes. It’s like getting’ a lot of money all of a sudden. It changes people.” 

“Liam’s not like that. He’s still sweet.” 

“Okay—spill it. Has he kissed you yet?” 

“He’s been working up his courage. We talked about it. He wants his first kiss to 

be with me, at Sara’s party.” 

“Oooo. Big night. So, are you sure he’s never kissed a girl before?” 

“Yeah, I’m sure.” Brit could hear Savannah blushing through her earpiece. “He 

has always been a hidden treasure—a diamond hidden in the rough. I am the lucky girl 

who found him, and polished him up.” Brit laughed. 

As she got close to the construction site Savannah said, “Be very careful. We 

don’t want another mess like last time.”  

“Hey,” Brit whispered, “how was I supposed to know that they’d dyed the cottage 

cheese green for St. Patrick’s Day?” Savannah laughed. “Plus, this isn’t a school paper 

story. This is big.”  
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“Yeah, and much more dangerous. If you get caught out there, who knows what 

they might do to keep you quiet.” Brit didn’t reply, so Savannah changed the subject, 

“Are we gonna be able to take our shift at The House in the morning”? Brit loved helping 

out at The Kidz House. The two hours every Saturday were the high point of her week, 

and she would miss the kids when her family left on summer vacation in a few days. 

Many children needing medical care came to The Kidz Clinic in the southwest Phoenix 

suburbs to get treatments for rare diseases not covered by most medical insurance. Most 

of the kids would simply die if it weren’t for The Kidz Clinic. They and their parents 

stayed at The Kidz House during their visits and treatments. Brit and Savannah 

volunteered by playing with the kids and reading to them on Saturday mornings. Brit 

knew there were a lot more kids who were desperate to come to the Clinic if there were 

room, but funding was always a problem. She wished there was something she could do 

to help all of the ones who would never get their much needed treatment.  

“Oh, wait,” Brit interrupted, concentrating on a flatbed truck as it backed into 

place ahead in the darkness. She ducked behind a tree and pulled her camera up to her 

eye, focusing the best she could in low light, steadying the long lens against the rough 

scales of the trunk. The eight-foot round cement culvert pipes were nearly identical to the 

ones already on the ground, but Brit knew they weren’t the same. She’d gotten a tip from 

her friend’s dad that he suspected that Davis Bros. Construction was delivering Grade 

“A” products to the site, but after the inspectors had checked it, were replacing it with 

cheap foreign pipe.  

“I heard Mrs. Gonzales talking to a guy,” Savannah said.  

“What do you mean?” Brit knew that Mrs. Gonzales ran the Kids programs at The 
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House.  

“She was saying that The House and Clinic might have to close soon,” 

Savannah’s voice choked a little. 

“What? Why? Do you think she was serious?” Brit snapped a pretty good photo.  

“Her eyes were red,” Savannah said. “Money. It’s always money.”  

“Not enough of it,” Brit whispered. A small knot formed in her stomach at the 

thought of The House closing. All of those sick kids. What would they do without The 

Clinic? The answer was obvious. “We’ve gotta do something about it.” 

“Like what? Donate a million dollars?” 

“Yeah. I wish,” Brit whispered. “But maybe we can get someone else to step up 

and help out. There’re lots of people who could help out. Maybe a fundraiser.” 

Brit snapped photo after photo as one by one the pipe sections were unloaded, 

doing her best to hold the long lens still to get clear shots in the near darkness. When the 

flatbed was emptied, the men began loading the pipe sections that had been on the 

ground. She wished she were closer, so she could zoom in on the stamped information on 

the sections. That would be important, especially if they got them installed and covered 

with tons of earth before she could get someone out to see what they had done.  

Brit decided to upload the photos she had, and get them sent off to Savannah 

before she made another move. Jan, the Metro Editor at the Gilbert Tribune had made it 

clear that without the photos, she couldn’t run Brit’s story. Brit waited nervously in the 

dark for nearly three minutes while the photos uploaded, but seeing that the last pipe had 

been put onto the truck and that a backhoe was being brought in to put the pipe into the 
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ground, she decided to try to get closer for the last few shots. The only trees between her 

and the construction site were palms, and they had fairly thin trunks. There was a 

streetlight ahead in her path, which would make getting close difficult. As much as she 

hated the dark, the light was her enemy now. She bit her lip and thought about it for a 

moment, then hurried forward to the first palm tree, snapping a few pictures as she got 

into place.  

“How much do they need?” Brit asked. 

“I don’t know. But it must take a lot to run The House and The Clinic.” 

Brit thought about that while she took another series of shots. “How much time do 

we have?” 

“I heard her say their deadline was ten days away.” 

“Ten days,” Brit repeated. “Damn.” She wondered what they could accomplish in 

ten short days.  

Brit still wasn’t as close as she wanted to be, so she moved to the next palm, and 

then another. The light from overhead made her feel exposed, and she clung tightly to the 

trees for cover, sneaking the camera around for a few last shots, then starting her second 

upload to Savannah. 

“Hey!” she heard someone shout from the direction of the busy backhoe. Brit 

froze, pulling her camera and long lens to her chest. She was breathing hard, hoping that 

‘hey’ wasn’t meant for her. Hope faded quickly as she heard at least two sets of footsteps 

pounding hard dirt coming toward her.  

“What’s going on?” she heard Savannah in her ear. She didn’t dare respond. The 

footsteps were getting closer and Brit felt sweat beading around her face. She decided to 
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peer around the tree to see what was happening, and her fear was confirmed—two rugged 

looking men were running toward her at full speed. She bolted, jumping from behind the 

thin palm tree like a startled rabbit, running back toward Joe’s BBQ. The camera seemed 

suddenly heavy as she pumped her feet as fast as they would go. Her leg muscles began 

to burn as she turned the corner at the first dark intersection and saw the familiar neon 

sign a few blocks ahead. Savannah’s pleas for information suddenly stopped, and Brit 

knew what that meant.  

Brit’s brain was trying to figure out how to lose these construction thugs as she 

glanced from side to side while running at full speed. She didn’t see a lot of options—she 

was speeding back into the residential neighborhood, and the streets were lined with 

darkened houses and driveways. She continued forward as the sound of heavy boots 

slapped the sidewalk behind her. If she could make it to Gilbert Road she might run into 

some people who were leaving the restaurants, although at this hour they would need to 

be employees who’d stayed to clean up. She got another half block and the pounding 

boots and labored panting seemed closer behind her, and she was surprised that the old 

guys were able to keep up. They weren’t giving this up. Apparently, they had much to 

lose if she got away.  

When she was within just one block of the Joe’s sign, the pounding of the 

sidewalk behind her was only a few feet away. She just had to hold out until Savannah’s 

911 call got a police car to her. Brit’s legs were numb and screamed out for her to stop 

punishing them. She didn’t think she could run another step. She was never known as a 

runner at school, and she certainly had never gone out for the track team, but if the coach 
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could see her beat feet down Page Avenue with these two goons on her heels right now, 

she would make the team immediately.  

She saw the BBQ sign just ahead as a hand grabbed her hoody from behind, 

jerking her back and nearly choking her as it pulled against her throat. The three of them 

quickly came tumbling to a halt. 

No one spoke for a minute, but they all heaved heavily while bent over in a circle, 

trying to get oxygen into their bodies. One of the men started to speak, but it was too 

soon. He gasped for another five or six breaths, then said, “What were you doing back 

there, kid?”  

Brit had already assigned the two men name credits, like at the end of a movie. 

The first to speak she dubbed Dumb Construction Guy #1. She waited a minute, 

wondering the best way to answer. “Why were you chasing me?” she suddenly 

demanded. “You’re some kind of damn pervert. A kidnapper!” 

“What?” Dumb Construction Guy #1 said, sounding surprised that she would 

think that. “No. Uh, we need to know what you were doin’ back there,” he tried to sound 

authoritative.  

“Do you have a problem with ornithology?” Brit asked. 

The men were still bent over, but looked at one another searching for a sign of 

recognition. Dumb Construction Guy #1 spoke up and said, “Horn mythology? What the 

hell you talkin’ ‘bout kid?”  

Brit shook her head, putting an obvious twist of disgust into it. It was time to 

chew up some scenery. “No. Ornithology. The study of birds,” she emphasized. “I was 

taking photos of a family of barn owls back there.”  
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“Owls?”  

“Yes, owls. They live in the trees in the playground.”  

“At two in the morning?” 

“Of course,” Brit shot back. “They live there even at two in the morning.” 

“No, smartass. I mean you. Why are you out at two in the morning.” 

“Well, Dumb Construction Guy Number One, Owls are nocturnal,” she said 

dryly, nearly laughing because she had said his credit name aloud. Then she added, “Do 

you know what nocturnal means?” 

The men looked at each other as Dumb Construction Guy #1 got a little red in his 

face. They had straightened up by now, beginning to breathe a little easier. Dumb 

Construction Guy #2 scowled a little, making his debut appearance in Brit’s scene, and 

shook his head, indicating toward Brit’s camera. Brit knew they weren’t buying her story. 

Dumb Construction Guy #1 began to speak. “Ummm, well, you see . . . uh, well, 

that’s a special government construction site project back there, and . . . uh, there’s stuff 

goin’ in that the general public just shouldn’t know about.” He squinted his eyes, then 

added, “Homeland Security stuff. Maybe you was takin’ pictures of birds, and maybe you 

wasn’t. Either way, we can’t allow any pictures of the construction site. So we’re gonna 

haf’ta get those pictures from you.”  

“What?” Brit said, contorting her face. Of course he was lying, but for an adult, 

he wasn’t very good at it.  

“We need to get those pictures that ya took back there.”  

“Hey, wait a minute,” Brit began to protest, but Dumb Construction Guy #2 
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grabbed her camera from her hand and opened the little door on the side and popped out 

the memory card. “Hey!” Brit said louder, and Dumb Construction Guy #1 put his hand 

up to quiet her.  

Brit decided to take advantage of this, and protested even louder. “What do you 

think you’re doing?! Give me back my memory card!” Her voice was becoming louder 

with each word. “Hey!” she was screaming now, “Stop!” She drew another breath then 

screamed, “Help! I’m being robbed! Kidnappers!!” She screamed it as loudly as she 

could. A few lights began to come on in the houses around them, and the men looked 

around as each window lit up. Dumb Construction Guy #2 showed Dumb Construction 

Guy #1 the memory card in his hand, and he motioned with his head. Dumb Construction 

Guy #1 nodded back and the two of them turned away from Brit and started to jog back 

in the direction of the construction site. Brit saw a police cruiser turn the corner at Joe’s 

and she started waiving her arms at the officers inside. 

“Sure, run away,” Brit shouted back as she watched the men fade into the 

darkness. “That’s right. You may have my memory card, but I already uploaded photos 

of you switching out junk pipe on a government construction site. You’re going to jail 

dumbasses. It’ll be in tomorrow’s paper—read all about it! On page one!” 

“Yeah!” Brit heard in her earpiece. “It’s Britney, bitch!” 

 



 

Chapter Two — The Dream 
 

 

“You scared me to death,” Savannah said, climbing into the big white SUV. 

“I scared me to death too,” Brit said with a shrug. “At least I had you on the line 

so you could call for backup if things got really bad.”  

“Things DID get really bad.”  

“No way, I was okay the whole time. I knew they would be satisfied with the 

memory card, so I wasn’t worried. What were they going to do, kill a sweet little girl over 

a few owl photos?”  

“That’s exactly what I thought they were going to do! That’s why I called the 

police.”  

Brit’s younger sister Angie was in the very back seat. Brit smiled at her as she 

climbed in, but Angie’s eyes were closed behind a pair of high fashion sunglasses as she 

listened to music in her ear buds. Angie was a young fashionista, always decked out and 

wearing designer shoes or a purse she’d found at an online bargain. Brit’s eyes lingered 

on Angie’s immaculately manicured nails for a second until she turned to seat herself, 

glancing down at her own plain nails before looking up at Savannah seated behind Dad. 

She sighed. Angie and Savannah had that in common—they were both gorgeous. Brit got 

the brains, and she even ran a small tutoring business on the side, but Angie . . . she had 

obviously crawled out of the deep end of the gene pool, and all the boys constantly 

watched her, and now they were starting to talk to her. A lot. Brit was short nails, short 
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hair, and short temper if someone got under her skin. 

Brit spent her Saturday afternoons visiting friends and family, and Grandma had 

invited her over for a swim today. An hour with Grandma and her friends poolside was a 

mixed bag of centuries of accrued wisdom, with a healthy dose of funny gossip. Brit 

asked Savannah to come along today. They had become nearly inseparable in the past 

few months, and Savannah was even coming with them on their family’s vacation to 

Southern California in a few days. They had just turned in their final projects for the year, 

and Savannah would be sharing in Brit’s bounty of good grades for those joint projects, 

and there was only one day left of school. This was the best part of the school year for 

Brit.  

“So are you excited about the summer”? Savannah asked Brit for the tenth time 

this week.  

“Of course I am. I’m assuming we aced our pyramid project in Social Studies, 

which seals the deal for an ‘A’ in Swanson’s class. That makes it a straight run of ‘A’s to 

finish off the year. With that, I can relax for the summer, read some books around the 

pool, and I already feel a thousand pounds of pressure being lifted off my untanned 

shoulders.” Savannah smiled as they pulled up to the Trilogy Retirement Community 

entrance where Grandma and Grandpa lived. It was a couple of miles from their own 

“house.”  

The SUV stopped in front of the rec center and Brit reminded Dad to pick them 

up in 60 minutes. “Don’t be late,” she begged. She enjoyed her visits with Grandma, but 

one of the best parts was knowing how much time she had to entertain her grandmother 

and friends, then rushing off to her next Saturday afternoon adventure without lingering. 
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Brit nodded at Angie as the girls exited, and Angie pulled an ear bud out.  

“Off to have some good times with Grandma’s friends?” Angie teased. 

“Hey, you should come too.”  

“No thanks. I’m working today. 

“Working?” Brit asked. 

“Yeah, I’m working on my summer tan, and I’m working on a song with Mia.” 

Mia and Angie created music together, and Mia had a perfect voice. Brit thought it was 

amazing that two young girls who played no musical instruments could pump out full-

blown pop songs one after another with only Mom’s tablet and a portable microphone. It 

always sounded like a full band had recorded in a studio. 

Brit and Savannah climbed out of the SUV and immediately felt the heat of the 

morning sun. They went straight to the pool house and called over the gate for “Naomi.” 

It felt awkward calling her grandmother by name, but if she were to just call out 

“Grandma,” a pack of anxious ladies might storm the gate in the hope of an unexpected 

visit.  

After a moment they heard “Is that you, Brit”?  

“Yeah, Gramma,” she replied, and the gate clicked, and swung open. Her 

grandmother’s welcoming smile was cheerful, and Brit felt a familiar warmth run through 

her. They put their bags in a chair at Grandma’s table and stripped off their T-Shirts and 

shorts revealing their swimsuits, and headed for the pool. Brit glanced over at Savannah’s 

bright pink bikini and wondered if it was just a little skimpy for the retirement center 

pool. Brit jumped into the deep end and the cool water instantly refreshed her. She swam 
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to the ladder and got out, putting her towel around her shoulders as she approached the 

table and chairs shaded by a sprawling yellow and white striped umbrella. Grandma’s 

wide yellow hat with a plastic sunflower on the side seemed to match the umbrella 

perfectly. Savannah had been careful to crawl into the water on the ladder, to keep her 

perfect hair dry. She dogpaddled around for a minute, then followed Brit out and to the 

table, and pulled up a chair.  

Grandma was already talking with Dorothy, her friend since she had begun living 

at Trilogy. Trilogy was a home for ‘Snowbirds’—retired folks who live here during the 

winter months then fly back to their homes and families in the northern states during the 

summer. Like Grandma.  

“That wasn’t much of a swim,” Grandma said as Brit rubbed the towel through 

her quickly drying hair.  

“I didn’t see you get even a little wet.”  

“I might go in,” Grandma said, “but I’ll have to think about it for a while.” That 

was the life of a snowbird. Soon Grandma and Grandpa would be going back up north to 

spend three months with Aunt Wanda in Utah, then another three months with Aunt 

Karen near Portland, in Oregon. She would miss Grandma and Grandpa while they were 

away, but she knew that her cousins missed them while they were here half the year, so 

this ‘shared custody’ plan seemed to work out best for all involved.  

“Come on, jump in. I’ll go in again if that helps,” Brit said.  

Grandma looked at the pool and thought for a moment, then said, “No, I just want 

to sit here for a while. Besides, I’m kind of tired.”  

“Tired? Does all this relaxing wear you out—and by early afternoon?”  
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Grandma laughed, as she often did, and said, “No, I just didn’t sleep very well last 

night, and I’m still tired. I think I’ll just sit here and get caught up on your news.”  

“No, tell me,” Brit said, “why didn’t you sleep very well? Are you sick?” Dorothy 

beamed over her iced tea as young Brit showed concern for her grandmother.  

“No, not sick,” Grandma said. “I just had a dream; and it had me up most of the 

night. I was just starting to tell Dorothy about it.”  

“Was it a nightmare?” Brit asked. 

“It was dark, and gloomy—” Savannah spoke in low tones so only Brit could 

hear, unable to resist the opportunity to tease about her fear of the dark. Brit was 

generally fearless, but the dark . . . Brit didn’t like it. She squinted an eye at Savannah.  

“No. Exactly the opposite,” Grandma said. “In fact, it was a dream about 

something that actually happened, a long time ago. It’s funny, because it seemed so 

important at the time, but I had actually forgotten about it over the years . . . until last 

night. Then I dreamed it just as it happened so long ago.”  

Brit was in. “Yeah?” she said, noticing that Savannah drew a little closer in her 

chair.  

“Well,” Grandma began, “It was . . .” she stopped to think, and Brit could see 

from her expression that she was doing some math in her head. “I think it must have been 

right after we moved to Brookings, on the coast in southern Oregon, so that would make 

it around fifty years ago.”  

Brit had heard her dad talk about his youth in Brookings, and a few years ago they 

had taken a family vacation up the California coastline, spending a night and day in the 
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sleepy seaside village barely inside the Oregon border.  

“We knew an older woman there, whose name was Bea. Bea Collins. She lived in 

a large, old house down on the Chetco River, near the mouth at the ocean, and near the 

old bridge. I befriended her, and helped her out with a lot of things. I even got her a job at 

the lily bulb farm and we worked there together for a while. I never came right out and 

asked why she needed the small income when she had obviously come from money, but 

she eventually started to open up and tell me about her family.”  

This seemed to Brit like the good part, so she began to pay closer attention now.  

“When we first met Bea she said her father and mother were socialites from the 

east coast, and that she and her two brothers had gone to private boarding schools, and 

received good college educations. She had even done some professional acting many 

years and pounds ago, to some critical acclaim. She married a young doctor and began a 

good life, and no matter what life might bring, they would always live happily and 

comfortably. Unfortunately, her young husband was killed in a car accident early in their 

marriage, and it was just around the time her parents died of old age. The trust fund that 

had been established for her was taken over by her two brothers, who also took over her 

father’s company after his death. She soon found that hardly any money was coming to 

her. She asked her brothers about it repeatedly, but they were always vague and evasive. 

She tried to get an attorney, but because she had no money to pay him, he really wasn’t 

very helpful.”  

This sounded awful, Brit thought, and she exchanged glances with Savannah. 

Dorothy looked equally uncomfortable with the path the story was taking.  

“Bea said that she and her mother had been very close, right up until the end. Her 



22	 BRIT AXTON: A Golden Legacy  
By James Thompson and Brigitte Thompson	

	
	
	
mother had warned her about her younger brothers, and Bea said that she and her mother 

had taken some steps to help Bea keep up with them if the need arose, although she never 

really explained to me what any of that meant. I just got the feeling that the brothers 

weren’t very nice, and that they were trying to cheat Bea out of her inheritance.”  

“I’ve known plenty of people like that,” Dorothy chimed in, setting her glass on 

the table with an irreverent bump.  

“So is that what you dreamed about, that upset you so much?” Brit asked.  

Grandma looked at her, and said, “Well, no. It was actually something that Bea 

shared with us at her house one day.” 

“What happened?” Brit asked, almost too quickly.  

“Well, Bea had asked us over—me and your grandpa, and kids, and took us into 

what looked like an office, or library, or something—it had bookshelves and lots of nice 

natural wood cabinetry. She said, ‘I think you are the best people I’ve known—you’ve 

been very kind to me. You’ve helped me keep my house clean, and sent your son and the 

scouts to clear my flower beds, and helped me find work so I could keep my house when 

I was very low on money. I think I’ve told you about my brothers, and how they’ve done 

everything in their power to keep me from my inheritance, and more. Well, there are 

some things I’ve been able to do, that my mother helped me do, to keep them in check—

although that has not been an easy job, no matter what I’ve done. But I do have some 

things that they want, and it keeps some money flowing now, and things have gotten 

better that way. But there’s something I want to do for you. I don’t want to interfere in 

your lives, but later, perhaps after I’m gone, and you’re retired, I’d like to do something 
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for you.’”  

“What was it, Grandma?” Brit interrupted.  

“I’m getting to that. So Bea walked to the bookshelves and pulled out a large 

sheet of paper that was lying on top of some books. She unfolded it onto her desk, and 

said, ‘I don’t know how things will go with my brothers, but I know that if they have any 

chance, they will interfere in anything I try to do. That’s why I’ve come up with a plan. I 

want to share my treasure with you, when the time comes. But I can’t do it through wills 

or trusts—believe me, you’d never get a thing. My brothers own every judge within three 

hundred miles of here. But there is something I want to give you, that will make all the 

difference one day.’”  

Brit and Savannah were both spellbound. Dorothy watched closely as well. “What 

was on the paper?” Brit asked. 

“It was a map. And she explained that the family owned many assets in the 

west—wood mills, stores and mines; gold and silver mines. This was a map showing 

where one of the family’s mines was.”  

“A gold mine?” Brit interrupted, exchanging glances with Savannah.  

“Well, yes,” Grandma said, “but Bea said that the mine had been closed because 

there was no more gold. Her father had determined that it wouldn’t produce any more, or 

that it wasn’t worth the expense of mining the gold that was still in there, so they just 

closed it up—‘sealed it up’ I think she said.”  

Brit was confused.  

Dorothy asked, “So . . . why was she showing the map to you? If there was no 

more gold, what good was that to you?”  
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“That’s what we wondered. But she told us that if we went to that mine at some 

time in the future, after her eventual death maybe, that she would share her fortune with 

us—or maybe she said ‘treasure,’ I don’t recall which it was.”  

“Was that everything? Did she say anything else?” Brit asked. 

“Not much. But she did show us the big map, and she said it was somewhere in 

Arizona.” Brit’s ears perked. 

“Here, in Arizona?” Savannah asked first. 

“Yes, that’s what she said. But I don’t remember where in Arizona. It’s such a big 

state, and there’s a lot of desert out there. Although we didn’t know what good going to 

an old, abandoned mine would do us decades in the future, we didn’t worry about 

memorizing the map because she gave it to us.”  

“She gave the map to you?” Brit blurted 

“Do you still have it?” Dorothy beat Brit to the punch. 

“Well that’s what I’ve been trying to remember all night, and all morning. I 

couldn’t get back to sleep, wondering where that old map might be. She wrote something 

on it, something like ‘I give you all of the gold in this mine,’ or something like that. I 

forget. But she said that whatever we found in the mine would be ours, and she wrote 

some things on the map, and folded it up and gave it to your grandpa.”  

Brit thought about it for a minute. “Did you ever talk with Bea about it after that? 

Did she ever—”  

“No,” Grandma said, shaking her head and making a face at the very thought. 

“Bea wasn’t the type to talk about things like that casually.  
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Brit looked over at Savannah again, who still had a single eyebrow raised. A 

thought came to her. “Grandma—you don’t still have the map, do you?”  

“Well that’s what kept me up all night. I thought if I could see that map, we could 

at least take a trip out into the desert and have a look in that old mine to see what was 

there. But I couldn’t remember where the map was—not precisely anyway.”  

“What do you mean? You mean you might have an idea where it is?”  

“Well, maybe,” Grandma said. 

“And . . .” Brit urged. 

“Well, the best I can remember, we folded the map up and put it with all of our 

important documents. You know, like birth certificates, mortgage, social security cards, 

car titles, and things like that.”  

“So what do you mean? Where do you keep those now?”  

“That’s what I asked your grandpa this morning. He said he thought all of those 

things were together in an old metal filing box that we used for all those years. When he 

said that, I remembered the box. It was gray I think, or maybe green, with scratched up 

paint, and it had a latch on the front, and a small silver handle on the top.”  

This level of detail seemed very good to Brit. Savannah was becoming excited 

now. “So, do you have the box?” Brit asked. 

 “We should have it—somewhere. I looked in the hall closet this morning, where I 

think we would keep something like that, but I couldn’t find it. Maybe it’s out in 

Grandpa’s toolshed. If not, maybe at your house with a few of our things. Or Aunt 

Karen’s. Maybe even Aunt Wanda’s, although I doubt that. Yeah, Karen’s most likely.”  

Brit thought quickly about the things that belonged to Grandma and Grandpa in 
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her family’s storage unit. Their houseboat didn’t have a garage or any real storage, like 

most families had. So Dad kept their extra stuff at Jim Power’s storage units. She had 

seen a stack of boxes, on top of a large wooden crate. She wondered if the map to the 

family’s gold mine had been in their own belongings for several years, and no one had 

any idea about it.  

“Could we check in Grandpa’s toolshed before I go?” Brit asked.  

“Well, sure. But I have to warn you that I don’t think we’re going to find it out 

there. It’s more likely with our things at Aunt Karen’s, in Portland.”  

“You’re an excited little girl,” Dorothy chirped. “Even if you find the map, I’m 

not sure what you think you’ll find in that old mine. It was probably sold off years ago. If 

not, I can’t imagine you’d be able to find gold in it when professional miners shut it down 

because it’d dried up. Just an empty cave, filled with spiders and rats.” She crossed her 

arms and shivered.  

Savannah shot Brit a look. Brit thought about it for a minute. “Grandma, what do 

you think? How did Bea seem to you when she was telling you about finding her treasure 

in the mine?”  

“She seemed very sincere. And that’s what made me think about it so often in the 

beginning. I used to have little daydreams about walking out of that mine with a bucket 

full of gold.”  

“And that’s probably all that Bea was giving you,” Dorothy said. “She was most 

likely just giving you a sweet dream of something that might happen someday. 

Something to make you happy, and to make you think about her. After all, no one wants 
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to be forgotten—especially not a sixty-year-old woman who lost her husband before they 

had children, and who was abandoned and cheated by her only family. By giving you the 

map to an old mine with the promise of a fortune, she was ensuring that you would 

always think about her, and be there for her when she needed you. It’s just human nature 

to be wanted.”  

* * *  

Brit and Grandpa used their last few minutes before Dad arrived to go through the 

toolshed behind the house. Savannah kept her distance—it was too hot for her to go 

inside the stuffy shed. The heat didn’t stop Brit. She was a girl on a mission—a sweaty 

girl on a mission. She was already starting to think about everything they could do if they 

owned a gold mine. Beyond traveling and lots of cool stuff in their own lives, her family 

could do a lot for the kids at The House, making sure that more could come and get the 

treatment they needed. Making sure it stayed open. It was a perfect opportunity—if only 

she could get the map and see if there was any gold in the mine Bea had given them.  

Grandpa wasn’t too interested in searching for the metal filing box, and said that 

he barely recalled the occasion when Bea had given them the map and told them about 

the mine.  

“Just one of grandma’s flakey friends from the old days,” he thought aloud as he 

lifted a large cardboard box from the top shelf and sat it on the workbench with a loud 

thud, turning slightly to wink at Brit and Savannah. “She never seemed quite right to 

me.” He waited a few seconds then added, “Bea—not your grandma. Yeah, I remember 

something about the conversation, but I put it out of my mind a long time ago. If there 

was no gold left to mine, it was a lost cause.” 



 

Chapter Three — The Metal Box 
 

 

Brit and Savannah climbed into the SUV and found that Brit’s mom was their 

driver. They took turns recounting the story to her and asked if she had ever heard 

anything about Bea or the gold mine.  

“You know, your dad has told me many stories from his childhood, but I have 

never heard anything about that. And it’s the kind of thing I’d expect him to tell me 

about.”  

“Yeah, I’m sure you’re right,” Brit said.  

Dad loved to regale his family with stories from his life, or the lives of his clients. 

Dad was a ‘ghost’—a ghostwriter, who writes books for other people—and stories were 

his stock-in-trade. His children had been treated to a steady stream of adventures and 

anecdotes since they were old enough to sit up and listen.  

“Hey, can you drop Savannah off at her house first?” Brit remembered. “She has 

horseback riding in just twenty minutes.”  

As the car pulled up in front of Savannah’s, Brit said to her as she climbed out of 

the car, “I’ll meet up with you later and we can pick out clothes and pack for vacation.” 

Savannah nodded and hurried up to her front door while Brit resumed questioning her 

mom, although she learned nothing helpful. A few minutes later they turned onto Riggs 

Road, then into the neighborhood, where they pulled up to the “lake.” It was something 

of a lake, but not actually. Some of the neighborhoods in the southeast valley had lakes 
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installed by the construction companies. Brit’s parents had bought some land on this lake 

to build a house on, but they saw a neighbor had a houseboat on the lake, with a For Sale 

sign on it. After some discussion, the Axtons lived on the lake, instead of next to it. The 

plan to build a house on the shore had been delayed for four years already, and Brit 

wondered if it would ever get built. Brit jumped out of the SUV and ran down the dock 

and into the house, looking around, just as Dad walked through the back door holding a 

hammer in one hand and a swim toy in the other. Brit couldn’t suppress a grin as she 

beheld him in his manly glory, but quickly assailed him with Grandma’s story, telling it 

from start to finish in less than a minute. Panting, she finally asked, “So were you there? 

Do you know where the map is?”  

Dad smiled at her and said, “No, Sweetheart. I don’t recall anything about that. In 

fact, I’m pretty sure that I was never inside of Bea’s house when we lived in Brookings.”  

Brit looked frustrated. “Well, did you ever hear anything about a gold mine that 

Bea gave to your family? Did you ever see a metal box with a silver handle on it that 

Grandma and Grandpa used to keep their important papers in?”  

Dad gave Brit a toothy smile and reached out and rubbed her on the head. “Wow, 

you’re really excited about this, aren’t you?”  

“Well of course I am,” she shot back. “Grandma and Grandpa own a gold mine 

and we never heard a thing about it. A gold mine might be able to help a lot of little kids, 

who might not . . .” Brit choked a little at the thought of The Clinic closing.  

Dad watched her, and said, “Look, I’m not sure if they own a gold mine or not, 

but I do know that Bea was a little on the eccentric side—you know, a little odd. Hmm, it 

does seem to stir a memory about a gold mine from long ago. As I recall, there was a 
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little talk about it, and then it was forgotten. I think they said something about the gold 

running out, and nothing left to get out of it.”  

Brit looked disappointed. It was the same story she kept hearing. “But Bea said 

she wanted to leave them something after she died, but her brothers would challenge it in 

the courts and win if she tried. For whatever reason, she thought it would help them if she 

gave them the gold mine and the map to find it. She was a very nice woman, and she 

wanted to do something nice for them.”  

“Oh, I know,” Dad agreed. “Look, I didn’t know Bea that well when I was young. 

How could I? She was already a hundred and forty-two when I was just a kid.” Brit 

couldn’t help but chuckle at this. “But I do remember her a little, and she was very sweet. 

I’m sure she was sincere in wanting to do something for my parents and our family. I’m 

just doubtful that she was ever in a position to do anything.”  

“Do you remember the box?” Brit asked.  

Dad’s head cocked a little as he looked in the distance, and he finally said, “Yeah, 

I do. Funny how you remember things like that. In fact, I remember Mom and Dad—I 

mean Grandma and Grandpa—getting it out every now and then to look at some papers.”  

“Did you ever see the big map in it? It would have been a very large sheet of 

paper folded a few times so it would fit into the box.”  

“No,” he replied, squinting his right eye and putting his fingers on his chin, “but it 

would have just looked like a blank paper to me—and I wasn’t really interested in 

anything in that box—except for my social security card that Grandma showed to me 

once.”  
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Brit thought about that for a moment, then asked, “Well do you have any idea 

where that metal file box might be?”  

“You mean now?”  

“Yes, now,” she nearly barked. 

“I don’t have any idea. Since they retired and turned into were-bunnies—”  

“That’s snowbirds,” Brit said. 

“Whatever. Since they sold their house and started spending their time all over the 

western states, their old stuff is scattered everywhere. Have you checked in storage?”  

“Well, no. Not yet. I was going to ask you if it might be in there.”  

“I haven’t seen that old metal box in there, but I wasn’t really looking for it. I 

wonder if my original birth certificate would still be in there.”  

“Probably turned to dust, like all relics of its extreme age,” Brit said.  

Dad gave her the look, and she escaped into the living room, and pulled out her 

phone and found Aunt Karen’s number in her contact list.  

“Aunt Karen, this is Brit,” she spoke clearly into her cellphone, recounting all of 

the events that had led up to the call. Aunt Karen was the youngest of Dad’s family, and 

Grandma and Grandpa had stored most of their belongings at her house, because she was 

the only child who still lived in Oregon, where they had sold their house. Therefore, it 

was easier for them to put a ‘few’ of their things into her old garage.  

“I don’t remember anything about any of that,” Aunt Karen said. “I would have 

been a baby at that time—I’m not nearly as old as your ancient father. But if we ever get 

a chance to go through their stuff, I’ll keep an eye out for that metal box. I do remember 

it from when I was little. I just don’t think I’ve seen it since I moved out and got 
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married.”  

Brit was starting to wonder if Grandma hadn’t just dreamed the conversation with 

Bea, and it only seemed like it had actually happened many years before. Was there a 

gold mine?  

“Look,” Aunt Karen said, “if I get around to going through Grandma’s stuff in the 

garage, I’ll be on the lookout for that box.”  

Brit thanked Aunt Karen and hung up. Her dream of owning a gold mine was 

quickly slipping through her fingers. Grownups were hard to understand at times—times 

like these. They might own a gold mine, this very minute, but they didn’t care enough 

about it to even stop their mundane little lives for even 15 minutes to see if they had the 

map and deed to a gold mine in their piles of junk. Brit shook her head in total disgust.  

“Aunt Wanda,” she said suddenly. She didn’t recall ever calling Aunt Wanda on 

her own phone, so she went in search of her dad to look up the number in his phone.  

“Eight, oh, one,” he began, as she typed the numbers into her own phone. “I have 

to warn you,” he said, “I don’t think it’ll be at Aunt Wanda’s. There were only a couple 

of boxes that they dropped off there—just some things they wanted to have around when 

they visit Utah.”  

Brit knew it was a long shot. But it was better to eliminate the easy ones first. 

Certainly, someone can run out and have a quick look in just two boxes in the garage.  

“Hello,” she heard.  

“Hi, Aunt Wanda. It’s Brit. I don’t know if you’ve heard anything about it, but 

Grandma was telling me about a dream she had . . .”  
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“Not one of Grandma’s dreams,” Aunt Wanda said.  

“Yeah. She said it was about something that happened a long time ago—when 

you were really little. Do you remember an older woman named Bea, in Brookings?”  

“Sure I remember her. She was very nice. But a little different.”  

“Yeah, that’s the one. Well, Grandma was telling me about a dream about 

something that really happened, where Bea gave them a map.”  

“Yeah, I know. I was there.” Brit snapped to attention. “You were there?”  

“I was at Bea’s house when she pulled out the map and told them about the gold 

mine. I was pretty excited—thought we were gonna be rich and drive to school in 

limousines.”  

Brit’s eyes bugged. “You actually heard her tell them about it, and you saw the 

map?”  

Aunt Wanda laughed through the phone. “Yes. Why? Did you just learn about 

that? I haven’t heard a word about it in over—well, thirty years. I remember it like it was 

just yesterday, though. Bea acted like she was giving them a fortune. ‘A real treasure,’ 

she said.”  

Brit could hardly believe it. Just as she was starting to give up hope that she 

would ever get anywhere with her investigation she was now talking to a real live witness 

to the conversation. She fumbled for the right questions to ask her aunt. “Did you believe 

it at the time? Was she really giving them something?”  

“Well, as you can imagine, I was extremely young at the time—uhm, probably 

about forty-five years ago—”  

“Yes, Grandma said fifty years.”  
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“Oh, okay. Fifty. Hmm. I guess we’re getting old. Uhm, but I do remember being 

in Bea’s big, super nice house, and we were all in a gorgeous old room with books and 

pictures, and Bea talked about helping them out, and that’s when she pulled out a big map 

and wrote on it and said it was theirs.”  

“Do you know whatever happened to the map?”  

Aunt Wanda was chuckling again. “Why? Going prospecting?”  

“Maybe,” Brit said. 

“Well, I don’t know what happened to that map. I don’t think I ever saw it again. 

A little girl doesn’t think about those things for very long. We weren’t showered with 

ponies and vacations to Hawaii, so I just figured nothing had ever come of it. I eventually 

stopped wondering.”  

“Grandma and Grandpa think the map was put into the metal box they used to 

keep their precious papers in. Do you remember that box?”  

Aunt Wanda hesitated for a few seconds, then said, “Yeah, I do remember that old 

filing box. It always reminded me of something you’d see in an old government office. 

Kind of a dull green and beat up.”  

Brit was becoming quite excited at this point. Aunt Wanda remembered the 

conversation, the map and the metal box. “So do you know where the metal box is now?”  

A minute of silence passed, then Aunt Wanda said slowly, “No, not really. I can’t 

think of what might have happened to it. If Mom and Dad don’t have it, I guess your dad 

does, or maybe Aunt Karen. Probably Aunt Karen. Have you checked with her?”  

Brit thanked Aunt Wanda for her help, and they hung up. As Brit stared ahead 
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deep in thought her phone rang making her jump, and she saw that it was Savannah.  

“Hey,” Brit said answering the phone. “I was just talking to my aunt and she—”  

“Brit, this is Mrs. Petersen,” the distressed voice on the line said. Brit wondered 

why Savannah’s mother would be calling her on Savannah’s phone. “Savannah had an 

accident at the Equine Center, and is at the hospital. I’m here with her now. She wanted 

to call, but they’re taking her in to surgery to work on her right now.”  

 



 

Chapter Four — Bad Blood 
 

 

“Work on her?! Surgery? Oh my gosh. Is she okay? What happened?”  

“Her leg is broken. Badly. She’s also having trouble breathing—they think it’s a 

broken rib. She was racing with Taylor, and ended up over the fence and in the bleachers. 

There was blood on her head, too.” Mrs. Petersen’s voice was raspy and she was talking 

in rapid fire. She had obviously been crying a talking for a while.  

“No way!” Brit exclaimed while her mind raced with recollections of the rivalry 

between Savannah and Taylor, wondering how Savannah had allowed herself to be baited 

into a race with that lying snake. Racing was strictly forbidden at the Equine Center 

because it was so dangerous. Savannah was now Exhibit A. “I hope she’s gonna be 

okay,” slipped through her lips without any thought.   

“I’m not sure,” Mrs. Petersen said. “It seems bad to me. I didn’t see, but one of 

the nurses said the bone was sticking out through the skin of her leg.” Brit heard some 

confusion over the phone, and Mrs. Petersen said, “They’re taking her through right now. 

Gotta go.” 

Brit grimaced at the thought of broken bone sticking through skin. “Please let me 

know how she’s doing, and I’ll be there as soon as I can.” The line went dead, and Brit 

didn’t know if Savannah’s mom had heard her. 

Brit turned her attention to the task at hand, struggling to focus as thoughts of 

Savannah’s surgery kept sniping at her. She typed in the name “Bea Collins,” which 
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brought up a few links, including “Beatrice Collins,” and “Beatrice Hastings.” She soon 

figured out that this last one was Bea’s maiden name. Those names brought up more 

links. 

Bea was born April 14, 1904, and had died October 10, 2000. Brit marveled for a 

moment, staring at the date of Bea’s death. October tenth was Brit’s birthday. Bea was 

born over a hundred years earlier and had died before Brit exploded onto the world scene. 

It was mind-boggling for her to think of it like that.  

Indeed, much of the story could be pieced together from the newspaper articles 

and watchdog websites. Bea’s father had built an empire of mining, logging and store 

chains in northern California. When he died in 1958 his two sons, Bea’s two brothers, 

Horace and Leonard Hastings, took over the company—Great Western Holdings 

Unlimited, headquartered in San Francisco, California.  

Brit switched to another website to get more of the story. The sons were ruthless 

businessmen, and were hated by every labor and conservation group in the western U.S. 

Their reputation for exploiting people and nature was notorious.  

The waters became really murky around the year 2000 Brit learned, when the 

Hastings brothers died together in a small plane crash just south of Mt. Shasta in northern 

California. Internet rumors suggested that the sons of the two brothers, Jackson and Allen 

Hastings, might have had something to do with the crash. The younger Hastings cousins 

quickly filled their fathers’ chairs at the company, placing themselves on the Board of 

Directors and awarding themselves full control of the corporation. There was talk of a 

brief fight for control of the company, but their ailing aunt, Beatrice Hastings Collins, 

was too sick to mount the challenge. She died within two weeks of her brothers’ deaths, 
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and some bloggers felt the timing was just too convenient for the nephews. The worst 

part was that the new directors of the six hundred million dollar company, Jackson and 

Allen Hastings, were more ruthless and notorious than their fathers had been.  

Brit closed her computer and sat back in her chair, staring at the wire Eiffel Tower 

model on the top shelf of her bookcase. “Poor Bea,” she whispered as she contemplated 

what the poor woman must have put up with for so many years. Did Jackson and Allen 

Hastings really kill her? How had they done it? Her obituary said she died of pneumonia. 

Was that the full story? Brit closed her eyes and thought about Bea and her family, and 

about Savannah. She grabbed her backpack and hurried through her door.  

* * *  

Savannah was still groggy and went in and out of sleep each few minutes. Brit 

fought back tears as she looked over her friend’s injuries. Mrs. Petersen walked back in 

and Brit could see that she had been crying again. Brit had not spent much time in 

hospital rooms, and this one did nothing to give her a warm feeling about them. The 

lights were low although the curtains let some evening sunlight stream across the walls. 

There was a sterile smell in the air, which reminded Brit of rubbing alcohol. Medical 

equipment was placed on rollers around the bed, and more was attached to the walls, the 

ceiling, the bed, and some to Savannah. Some of it had pieces that were moving in 

rhythm with Savannah’s breathing, and others had displays that reflected Savannah’s 

heart rate and blood pressure and other things that only made Brit wonder. Brit didn’t like 

it. She didn’t like anything about the hospital. A nurse walked in and indicated for Mrs. 

Petersen to join her in the doorway.  
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Brit strained her ears to hear as the nurse whispered, “Did the doctor explain what 

happens when they remove the spleen to you?” 

Mrs. Petersen gulped back tears and nodded. 

“She’ll need to remain here for at least two weeks so we can monitor her for 

infections,” the nurse explained. “Without her spleen, those injuries could easily cause 

significant problems, so I’m going to have an orderly bring in a recliner for you and your 

husband if you want to be comfortable while she sleeps.” 

Mrs. Petersen clenched her eyes and reached out and squeezed the nurse’s hands.  

Two weeks, Brit thought. It was horrible. How could Savannah come with them 

on their vacation? It would be impossible. That was clear.  

Brit sat next to sleeping Savannah’s hospital bed for the next two hours, 

researching everything she could find about Bea and her family. It was more of the same. 

Brit wondered how Bea had managed any kind of a life with her brothers attacking her as 

they had at times. It was though they had a vendetta against her. Brit couldn’t figure out 

why they had been so nasty. Cheating her out of her money was one thing. Making her 

miserable was another. There was definitely a feud going on in the family. Somehow Bea 

had managed to get a house on the Chetco River and living money—although it was a 

modest living. Brit struggled to understand what had happened in that family. She also 

wondered what Bea’s message to Grandma meant. Was there gold in the mine? Maybe 

there was a hidden vein that Bea’s brothers never learned about. Maybe there was 

something else. Did platinum or some other rare substance show up in abandoned gold 

mines? Her fingers typed fast and her eyes strained to learn everything she could. 

Nothing obvious was coming to her. Bea was sincere in her message and gift. Brit felt it. 
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There was something of tremendous value in Bea’s gift to grandma. Brit just had to 

figure out what it was.  

Brit stepped out into the hallway and called grandma and told her what she had 

discovered so far. She didn’t mention what had happened to Savannah—she knew it 

would upset Grandma too much, for several days, so she kept it to herself.  

“Well,” Grandma said, “if you can find gold or anything else of value in Bea’s 

gift to me, I’ll make sure that The Kidz Clinic never runs out of money. You make the 

money happen, and I’ll made the healing happen.” 

“Really, Gramma?” 

“Yes. That’s my promise. Your grandpa and I don’t have much, but we enjoy our 

life. If Bea really did leave me something of value, then I want to make sure it does the 

most good. Those sick kids need it more than I do.” 

Brit was really happy to hear Grandma say that. She had checked with Mrs. 

Gonzales at The Kidz House and it was official—they had ten days to get a funding 

source in place or The Clinic and The House would have to shut their doors. There 

wasn’t even enough time to put together a fundraiser for the amount of money that the 

Clinic needed. “Millions,” was what she said.  

Brit stepped back into the darkened room and Savannah opened her eyes and 

looked around. Brit sat down and focused on her. 

“Did anyone get the license plate number?” Savannah asked. 

Brit chuckled. “Of the truck that hit you?” 

“Yeah.” 
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“Yeah,” Brit replied. “It was LYINSNAK.” 

Savannah coughed out a small laugh and grimaced, bringing her joke to an abrupt 

end. “I think she did it on purpose.” 

“What? Who?” 

“Taylor. She waited ‘til we got to the corner and her horse bumped into me. 

That’s when I went flyin’ over the rails into the cheap seats. It almost looked like she did 

it on purpose.” 

Brit kept her composure. She would have to think about that. She asked, “So how 

are you? Really. How bad is it?”  

“I’m not sure. You tell me.” 

“Doctor says you’re gonna die,” Brit joked, reminding Savannah of a joke she had 

passed on from Aunt Wanda one time. 

Savannah sputtered another laugh, but her face contorted and she finished with a 

moan. 

“Okay,” Brit said, “No more jokes. I promise.” 

“Don’t write a check that you can’t cash,” Savannah said. 

“What’s a check?” 

Savannah smiled and closed her eyes. 

“So,” Brit said, “I guess you know the worst part of all this.” 

“Punctured lung? Missing spleen? Three steel pins and eighty-six stitches in my 

leg?” 

“No,” Brit said dryly, “Your mom says you won’t be able to come to SoCal with 

us on vacation.” 
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Savannah closed her eyes tightly. “Yep, that’s the bad part alright,” she said. Brit 

waited a moment to see how she was doing. “So did you learn anything more about Bea’s 

gold mine?” Savannah asked, her eyes still closed.  

Brit told her what she had learned about Bea’s brothers and nephews on the 

Internet. She had begun to feel a strong sense of loyalty to Bea, and although she was 

long since dead, she wondered what she could do to make things right somehow.  

“Maybe you can learn more and write her story,” Savannah suggested. “Her life 

story—like your dad writes people’s stories.”  

That wasn’t a bad idea. “Maybe we can get the details of what happened to Bea 

published in some newspapers, or a magazine.” Brit brought Savannah up to speed on 

what Mrs. Gonzales had said, and what Grandma had promised.  

“You know,” Savannah said slowly, “you might convince your mom and dad to 

do something different this year for vacation—especially since your best friend is 

severely wounded and can’t have fun with you.”  

“Yeah, I’m listening.”  

“I’m wondering if you might be able to get to Brookings and your aunt’s house in 

Portland sooner than you thought. You could check out Bea’s house, and talk to her 

neighbors, and have a look in your Grandma’s junk in your aunt’s garage. You may just 

find what you’re looking for. If anyone can, it’s you.”  

Brit’s eyes widened as an idea took shape.  

* * * 

“I was thinking, Dad,” Brit said as they drove to church, “now that Savannah 
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can’t come with us on vacation, I don’t really remember our trip up the Oregon coast 

very well—it was years ago. We hardly know most of our cousins that we met back 

then,” she added, looking over at Angie who was adjusting her necklace in the mirror. 

“My thought was, maybe we should visit our family in Portland during our vacation.”  

Dad glanced back at her, raising an eyebrow. 

“But what about Universal Studios,” Angie protested, “and San Diego Zoo?!” 

Mom looked like she might jump into the conversation, but Brit beat her to it. 

“We can always do that another time. We always go to Universal, or the Zoo, or 

Disneyland, or Sea World. But I was thinking that we could drive to southern California 

and visit the beach for a couple of days, then spend a day in Solvang, then drive up the 

coast and see the attractions, like Dad’s town on the beach, then visit with Aunt Karen 

and see the sights around Portland—like we did when we were younger, only now we’ll 

enjoy it more. Portland is a lot cooler than when we were there.” Dad raised an eyebrow 

looking at her in the mirror again. “There are lots of National Parks along the way, and 

we can get more Junior Ranger badges.” Brit and Angie were tied at 17 each.  

Brit was careful to mention Solvang—her mom’s favorite town in America. Mom 

was Swedish, and had come to America to go to college, and stayed when she met and 

married Dad. Solvang is a small town near Santa Barbara in California, that is said to be 

more Scandinavian than Sweden. No trip westward could omit a visit to Solvang.  

“But I want to go to Universal,” Angie said.  

“I know you do,” Mom agreed, “but let’s think about it for a minute. Brit’s right 

that heading up the California and Oregon coast years ago was fun, but she barely 

remembers it, and you don’t remember anything about it. Last time we did that we got to 
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visit San Francisco, and we spent a day in Dad’s little town at the beach, Brookings. And 

remember how much fun we had at Sea Lion Caves, and Astoria, and Mount St. Helens 

at the big volcano?” 

“I was there when it blew, you know,” Dad said. “I sat up on the hill in Oregon 

City overlooking the entire corridor right up past Portland and watched its plume fill the 

entire sky. It looked like an atomic bomb had gone off. By the time the volcanic ash 

reached us we couldn’t see ten feet in front of us. We had to dig out for weeks.”  

Brit was pleased that Dad was ‘monologuing’ about his glory days in the Pacific 

Northwest. The idea of visiting his childhood haunts and seeing friends and relatives 

would grow on him, without any further assistance from her.  

* * *  

“So now that you’ve totally manipulated your family into spending their 

vacation,” Savannah had to stop and groan as she tried to reposition her leg a little, “in 

your dad’s old town on the coast and at your aunt’s, what do you really expect to find?” 

“Not sure,” Brit admitted, “But maybe being in Brookings will give me a little 

more information about Bea. I’ll try to talk my parents into spending two or three days 

there. Maybe I can go to the library or newspaper office and see if they have any 

information that’ll help.  

Savannah nodded. “Do you think you’ll get to see inside the house when you’re 

there?”  

“Don’t know. I’d sure like to. I can’t help but think that with everything I’ve 

learned about Bea and her brothers and her nephews, that she may’ve left some 
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information behind. She didn’t seem to have many friends, except for Grandma, and she 

didn’t get out much, so if she felt strongly about leaving a message behind about what 

happened to her, I think it might be in her house somewhere.”  

“Maybe it’s abandoned, and you can go in through a window,” Savannah said.  

Brit pictured herself climbing through a window in the old abandoned house on 

the river. A shiver ran through her at the thought of it being dark and creepy inside. 

“Maybe. I hope so.”  

“I’ll be anxious to find out what you learn. Especially, to see if you find the map 

at your aunt’s house.”  

“Me too,” Brit said. “I really want to find out everything I can about Bea, and 

what happened to her, and her gold mine.” After thinking about it for another minute, Brit 

added, “If there is any gold, Grandma will donate to The House and The Clinic, and 

make a real difference for the kids.”  

“You gotta hurry if you want The House to still there,” Savannah added. Brit 

frowned.  



 

Chapter Five — The Old House 
 

 

The family was comfortable in their SUV hurrying along Interstate-8, heading 

west through Yuma and on to San Diego. The saguaro cactuses zipped by like telephone 

poles along the highway, and Brit looked at a rolling sea of them out in the flatlands, 

standing still with their arms raised skyward as if a desperado had poked a gun in their 

ribs and demanded their money. The thought made Brit smile, as did an incoming 

message from Savannah. 

“Brit, this is Mrs. Petersen,” it said.  

“Oh crap. Why is her mom texting instead of her?”  

“Savannah asked me to tell you that she can’t chat much today. I have to say that 

I’m a little worried. They’re pumping her full of antibiotics, and the doctor says her leg is 

getting infected.” 

“Damn,” Brit muttered. “Damn Taylor. That snaky piece of—” 

“What’s the matter?” Brit’s mom asked. 

Brit stopped mid sentence and looked up at Mom. “Savannah’s mom says she’s 

taken a turn for the worse. I’m worried about her.” 

Mom twisted as far around as she could and patted Brit’s leg. “Infection?” 

“Yeah.” 

“They said it could be a problem. I hope she’ll be okay.” 

“Yeah. Me too.” Brit closed her eyes and listened to the low rumble of the SUV 
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as it scurried along. It was so unfair that Savannah wasn’t with them now. That damn 

Taylor had walked away from the accident without a scratch. Not a bruise. Not a hair out 

of place. It just didn’t seem fair. She thought about Taylor, and her bitchy friends. What a 

piece of work she was.  

Brit looked up Taylor to see what she was saying about the ‘accident.’ She was 

surprised to see a toothy photo of Taylor, next to what appeared to be Savannah. She 

stopped and stared for a moment to make sure she was actually seeing this. Everything 

else went black as her brain zoomed in and focused on the scene. Taylor was holding a 

gorgeous bouquet of flowers—they looked like pink calla lilies—and it looked like she 

was giving them to Savannah in her hospital bed. Only if you looked closely could you 

see that Savannah was sleeping.  

“What the—” Brit said, zooming in on poor Savannah’s face, noticing she was 

drooling a little, then back out to see Taylor. Her eyes bugged as she realized what Taylor 

must have done. 

She messaged Savannah: “Do u have a bouquet of pretty pink calla lilies in yur 

rm?” 

After a few seconds she got back: “?????” 

“Do u? Is there a bo-k of pretty pink flowers in yur rm?” 

“Mom just brought me sum nice sprng flowrs—lots o colrs. Aunt Bcky brot sum 

4 july looking flowers earlier. Whay??” 

“No pink lilies?” 

“No. why?” 

“That damn little snake,” Brit said. “Gettin’ stolen cred.”  
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Just to make sure, she wrote: “Has Taylor been there to visit u?” 

It only took seven seconds: “Taylor? NO!!!!! Why?” 

“What a rotten lyin’ little piece of crap,” Brit said as she read the caption:  

“Soo sorry that my good friend Savannah had a horrible riding accident. Her face 

lit up like sunrise when I gave her these gorgeous flowers.”  

“Liar! Little bitch! Oh, that Taylor!”  

Mom and dad looked back at Brit, and Dad said, “Hey. Language.” 

Brit nodded, then looked back at her screen. 

The photo had been posted just 35 minutes earlier, and there were over a thousand 

likes already. She thumbed quickly through some of the comments.  

“Yur the best Tay” 

“Your such a good frend” 

“You made me smile tday. Ur a angl” 

“Luv u grl” 

“Oh gawww—argh!” How Brit wanted to make Taylor eat those flowers—which 

she hadn’t even left in her victim’s room it seemed. There would be hell to pay—and Brit 

was the devil. 

“Brit,” Angie suddenly said. “Hand me the headphones.” 

Brit didn’t feel like it. She didn’t feel like anything. “Brit,” Angie said again. 

After two more seconds she stuck out her hand, elevated her voice and said, “Brit!” 

Brit glanced at her, shooting her an impatient look. She picked up the headphones 

and handed them over to Angie, saying only, “You can call me Karma,” drawing a weird 
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look from Angie.  

“If there’s some shizz goin’ down, I’m in,” Angie said. Brit thought for a second, 

and gave Angie a respectful nod. They were both in. 

Brit continued looking through the accounts of several people related to Savannah 

and Taylor. Liam had gone dark. From the looks of it, the blackout started at Sara’s party. 

She checked out some of Liam’s friends, and they were sending him some jabs. “Finally” 

and ‘your first,” were popular in his comments. It didn’t take long to for Brit to figure out 

that Liam had finally experienced his first kiss. Her blood boiled when she saw who it 

had been. Taylor.  

“Hey,” Brit said to Angie. “Here’s somthin’ you can do for me. Find me a nice 

photo of a nurse who’s gonna give someone a shot.” 

“Angie gave her a funny look, then said, “K. Got it. Shizz.” 

Before Brit knew it they were descending the coastal mountain range and arriving 

in San Diego. She barely looked out of the window as the SUV drove straight to their 

hotel. It was a tall one, crescent shaped, overlooking the bay. Brit liked this hotel because 

they were always up so high, and she could look a long way down at the pool, and to the 

boats in the harbor, and out over the bay where she saw the bridge going out to Coronado 

Island. It was a clear day so she could see the red roof of the Del Coronado Hotel on the 

other side. That’s where the big budget people stayed.  

They spent that afternoon and the next day on the beaches. Brit didn’t enjoy it 

much, though. Savannah’s leg was worse, and there was talk of “saving it.” Brit couldn’t 

bear to think of Savannah losing her leg. It was painful just thinking about it. She focused 

on her mission. She couldn’t wait to get packed up and head north, to make progress on 
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finding out about Bea’s treasure. They started the long drive, and Dad insisted on going 

through Beverly Hills, and making a quick stop to visit a client up in Beverly Park. She 

would normally have been thrilled to be in a luxury gated neighborhood filled with 

famous actors and singers, but that just didn’t do it for her today. If she couldn’t help 

Savannah, she could at least work on something that might help the kids at The House. 

Saving The Clinic was all she could think about—all she would allow herself to think 

about.  

The family drove west along the beach and finally arrived at Malibu where they 

took a short walk on the sand between the ocean and the houses on stilts while Dad said 

hello to yet another ‘A List’ client. Brit looked up under the houses wondering how 

anyone would dare live on such a shaky, barnacled foundation. They were soon on the 

road again, heading inland.  

In three hours the family would land in the middle of Mom’s world—Solvang. 

The authentic Scandinavian buildings gave the town a genuine old-world feeling, and it 

was easy to feel like they had been magically transported to ‘Mom’s motherland,’ a term 

that struck Brit as funny. She pulled up a photo of Savannah that she had taken—lying in 

her hospital bed with her leg up in a cast. Next, she found a photo online of a bouquet of 

pink calla lilies, exactly like the ones featured in Taylor’s selfie. She added the bouquet 

to the photo, placing them in a nice vase next to Savannah. Then she added a caption: 

“Can you believe that some low-life snuck into my room and stole these flowers my aunt 

brought me?” Brit chuckled as she worked on her masterpiece, then sent it to Savannah 

with instructions to post it. She would sit back and watch the ‘shizz’ as Angie put it, hit 
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the fan. This was gonna be quite a show.  

The results were immediate and positive. Mission accomplished. By the time they 

arrived in Solvang, hundreds of comments were informing Savannah that it had been 

Taylor who stole her beautiful flowers. Savannah’s spirits were high for the first time in 

days. The two laughed together for 20 minutes.  

Their first stop in Solvang was dinner at a small restaurant called the Red Viking 

that offered a smorgasbord of Danish delights. Mom heaped things on her plate that 

brought scowls from her children. Angie opted for the meatballs and mashed potatoes, 

while Brit asked the server dressed in a bustier if she had anything “American.” Mom 

savored the feast and didn’t hesitate to go back for seconds when her plate was emptied. 

Brit wondered how she stayed so thin, and was glad she and Angie had inherited Mom’s 

‘skinny genes,’ which was another term that always made her chuckle.  

They spent the night in a hotel with a windmill attached, then took off up 

Highway 101 toward San Francisco where they were off to catch a streetcar to 

Fisherman’s Warf and Ghirardelli Square. Brit was quite surprised that she could actually 

stand on the open side of the streetcar holding only a vertical pole while they went up and 

down steep streets passing within mere inches of oncoming cars and buses. Mom 

protested forty or fifty times along the way, but Dad assured her just as many times that 

he had the situation under control with a strategically placed arm at critical moments.  

* * *  

“We’re now entering Harbor,” Brit’s dad narrated, “which is sort of attached to 

Brookings, on the south side of the Chetco River.” Brit heard “Chetco River,” which was 

the very place Bea had lived, and she knew Bea’s house should be in plain view of the 
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bridge that crossed the river. She sat up tall in her seat, put on her glasses, and paid closer 

attention to Dad’s narrative. He talked about many people and places he had known, 

adding, “Chris Wood lived over there, and invited me to the first pool party I’d ever 

attended right after we moved here—it made me feel very welcome in my new town.”  

Brit was thrilled as he said, “And here’s the bridge that takes us into Brookings.” 

She strained to see down to the left on the north bank of the river on the Brookings side. 

The bridge interfered with her view, however, and all she could see were some trees 

above the river. Undaunted, she suggested they might drive by Bea’s old house to get a 

look at the river and ocean.  

“Sure,” Dad easily agreed. Mom looked at him and smiled.  

Dad turned the SUV left at the Dairy Queen, rehearsing a heartbreaking childhood 

story of dropping his “Crater Cone” to the ground as he had climbed on his bike, then 

another left turn heading south on Spruce Drive toward the river, following it to the right 

around the corner, turning at a wide driveway. They pulled the car over to the side and 

looked down over the hill as it sloped toward the river.  

“Which house is it?” Angie asked.  

“It’s all so different now,” Dad said, his eyes searching. “I can’t see very well 

through all the trees.”  

“It’s that one, on the right,” Brit said, pointing. “The big one with stone on the 

bottom half that looks like it’s a hundred years old over there.”  

They all looked and Dad nodded his head in agreement. “Yeah, that’s probably 

it,” he said, “although I was sure it was a lot bigger. It seemed like the biggest rustic 
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mansion in the world when I was a kid.”  

“That was a really long time ago,” Mom said. “I think I was just a baby at the 

time,” she added with a laugh.  

Brit smiled politely, but was anxious to get on with it. “Drop us here, and we’ll 

meet up at the jetty in a while.”  

“Sure,” Dad agreed, and Brit and Angie got out of the SUV and it drove away. 

Brit noticed the smell in the air was wonderful. It was a mix of tress, flowers, river and 

ocean. She took a deep breath and smiled. She led the way and they walked down the 

driveway.  

“Looks like someone probably lives here,” she said to Angie. There were flowers 

and the grass was cut. No toys in the yard. They walked around the back, keeping off the 

lawn, and following what Brit imagined to be the edge of the property, so she didn’t look 

like a trespasser. They walked down near the riverbank, studying the old house, 

wondering what secrets it might hold. Its outer walls were covered with the old time 

uneven shingles above the stone, and were painted with a fresh coat of white. 

“What ya waiting for?” Angie asked. “You’re usually the insanely brave one.”  

“Brave, but not stupid. I’m just thinking about this for a minute.” There wasn’t 

anything they could learn about Bea or what had happened to her standing near the river. 

She spotted a dilapidated tree house in an overgrown fir tree toward the right of the 

house, barely visible from there. She wondered if there had ever been children at the 

house to use it—certainly, Bea had no children of her own, and her nephews had likely 

never been to visit her—with the exception of the night she died, perhaps.  

“Do you see that?” Brit said, pointing toward the tree house. 
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Angie looked, and said, “Yeah. Cool.” Brit’s feet began to walk slowly in the 

direction of the tree house. Angie followed her cautiously, reaching down to wipe a 

trickle of blood from her leg where she had been scratched. They crept carefully across 

the soft grass patches that grew between the trees and bushes, avoiding the scattered 

flowerbeds that seemed to be well kept.  

“Yep, someone lives here,” Brit whispered. That much seemed clear. There would 

be no crawling through a broken window to check the place out. She was relieved about 

that, because the thought of tiptoeing through a dark old abandoned house had made her a 

little uneasy.  

As Brit and Angie stared at the backdoor that had just come into view, they were 

startled and quickly froze in place as a small voice said, “Hi.”  

Brit’s eyes shot straight up in the direction the voice had come from. Yes, that’s 

where the tree house was, and she saw it clearly now, directly in front of her. Her eyes 

quickly scanned for a face, but nothing was there. From the corner of her eye she could 

tell that Angie was looking for the voice’s source too.  

“Hi!” she heard again as a face popped into view in the glassless window. 

Brit blinked, and focused her eyes, and Angie took a short step back. She was a 

young teen, around Brit’s age, or perhaps a little younger—it was difficult to tell at this 

angle.  

“Hi,” Brit said, lifting her hand in a slight wave. Angie made a waving motion 

too. Brit hesitated a minute, then realizing that the presence of someone close to her own 

age at Bea’s old house may be the best break she could have hoped for, introduced 
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herself. “I’m Brit.”  

“Uhm—I’m Angie,” her sister offered. 

“I’m Serena,” the girl in the tree house said. “Wanna come up?” The way she said 

it put Brit at ease. She could see that Serena had very dark hair and features, and was 

really pretty. Her hair had a light blue streak on the right side, pinned back above the ear.  

Brit smiled, then quickly scanned the trunk of the tree, looking for a ladder or 

rope of some kind. “Sure,” she said in a friendly voice. “How do we get up?”  

“There’re boards nailed on the back of the tree. Go around; you’ll see them,” 

Serena said leaning forward out of the window a little and pointing to her right. 



 

Chapter Six — Déjà Vu 
 

 

“You looked like you were very interested in my grandma’s house,” Serena said.  

Grandma? Could Serena be Bea’s granddaughter? “Your grandma owns this 

house?” Brit asked.  

“Yes. I come to visit for two or three weeks every summer, right after school gets 

out. It’s a great place. My brother and I take our kayak out in the river, and we hang on 

the beach, and ride our bikes around town. It’s so much fun being here at Grandma’s in 

the summer, with the temperature a cool eighty-five degrees.”  

Brit watched Serena, noticing how lovely she seemed. Like Brit, she didn’t seem 

to wear much makeup. But unlike Brit, her dark features didn’t really require any. She 

wished she was pretty like Serena, and Angie, and Savannah, and nearly everyone else.  

“How long has your granmma lived here?” Angie asked.  

“Oh, about five years,” Serena said. “She used to live in Tucson by us, but when 

my grandpa died she decided to sell their house and move here where it wasn’t so hot. 

This house had been for sale for a few years, and was pretty run down, so she decided to 

buy it and have it fixed up. I wish she would have some work done on this tree house 

too,” she added, looking around it’s interior. “But it’s great for watching the boats go in 

and out of the mouth of the river out there. I sit here and watch when I get tired of 

walking and exploring.” 

“So wait,” Brit said, “you’re from Tucson?”  
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“Yeah. It’s a town in Arizona, down south, by the border.”  

“Yeah, I know,” Brit said. “We live in Phoenix. Well, Queen Creek—in the 

southeast corner of the valley.”  

“Queen Creek?” Serena asked.  

“Yeah, it’s right next to Gilbert . . . Chandler . . . Mesa,” Angie said, both of them 

watching to see if any of these neighboring towns sparked any recognition.  

“Okay, I know those towns. I hear about them on the news.”  

Brit wondered what she might have heard on the news. “So we live only ninety 

minutes from each other,” Brit said. “We had to drive 1,200 miles to a beach town in 

Oregon and look in an old tree house to find someone who lives just ninety minutes from 

us.” 

Serena chuckled. “So . . . why were you looking at my grandma’s house?” 

“Sorry about looking like total stalkers,” Brit said glancing over at Angie, “but we 

didn’t know if anyone even lived here. It’s kind of a weird story, but I got my family to 

change their California vacation plans to come to Brookings, mainly so I could get a look 

at this house.” Angie glared at Brit. 

Serena’s forehead wrinkled and she glanced back and forth between the girls. 

“What? Why would you do that? Is there something special about my grandma’s house?”  

Brit started from the beginning, taking turns with Angie to quickly recount the 

entire story.  

Serena could hardly believe it. “A gold mine? And all of those sick children can 

go to this clinic if you find it? Wow, I wish I could help you find it. Are you sure it was 

this house?”  
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“Well, does this house have a study, or library or office—something like that—

with wood bookshelves?”  

“There’s Grandma’s ‘sitting room’ as she calls it. It has some white bookshelves.”  

Brit wasn’t sure now. Grandma and Aunt Wanda had said there was beautiful 

woodwork—in natural wood tones. Maybe this wasn’t the right house after all. “Is there a 

window seat?” she asked. “You know, a wooden bench seat beneath a large window in 

that room?”  

Serena’s eyes looked upward for a moment then she said, “Yes, a seat under the 

window. It’s white too. My grandma has some pillows on it.”  

Brit smiled. “Yeah, it sounds like this is Bea’s house, and where my grandparents 

visited fifty years ago when she handed them the map.”  

“Do you want to go see?” Serena asked.  

Brit’s heart thumped and she said, “Yeah, we’d love to,” standing and heading for 

the tree ladder to climb down.  

The girls went around to the front of the house and through the front door. Brit 

imagined what it was like when her Grandma had come that day, and what things must 

have looked like. She looked around and everything was painted in yellows with white 

trim. Serena’s grandmother had certainly brightened the place up.  

“Grandma’s sitting room is right back here,” Serena said, leading the way around 

to the right, then turning sharply left through some white doors with glass panes.  

Brit looked around at as much of the house as she could see walking through the 

entry and through the short hallway to the sitting room. As they walked into the room that 
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had obviously been the library or office fifty years earlier, Brit was overcome with a 

strong sensation of familiarity with the room. Of course, she had thought of little else for 

the past few days, and had pictured the room in her mind repeatedly as Grandma and 

Aunt Wanda had described it to her. Other than the colors, it was pretty much exactly as 

she had imagined it. The bookcase seemed wider than she had expected, consisting of 

three sections along the wall to the right, and one to the left of the corner. Serena’s 

grandmother had painted them white and decorated the shelves with pottery, flowers, 

photographs, artwork and a few piles of books stacked on their side in a zig-zag pattern to 

add some fashionable flair. Brit thought it looked like a display at Pottery Barn.  

“Hey, this is pretty nice,” Angie said as the girls walked in and looked around. 

“Do you think this is it?” she asked Brit. 

Brit’s eyes drifted left to the window with a pillow-covered bench seat built in 

below. She could envision how it had appeared when the house was first built, and it 

must have seemed like a rich and warm room reserved for important visitors and events.  

“Here’s the bookcase, and there’s the window seat,” Serena said. “Do you think 

this is it?”  

Brit nodded her head and said, “I’m pretty sure it is.” She walked to the corner 

where the woodwork came together and ran her hand over the moldings, looking up in 

the bookshelves then down to the window seat. “Is it okay if I look around . . . in fact, is 

it okay with your grandma that we’re here?”  

“Oh sure,” Serena said. “I have friends over all the time. She’s used to new people 

running around the house with me.”  

Brit nodded and smiled. She reached down and felt the edge of the window seat, 
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and gave it a lift. The seat part came up fairly easily, making a small squeak from the 

hinge. She looked around inside and saw some board games. Closing the seat she looked 

back at the bookcase and ran her hand along the front of a shelf, then she turned and 

looked carefully around the room.  

“Anything that you’re looking for?” Serena asked. “Nothing in particular. I’m just 

getting a feel for how it was all laid out.” Serena and Angie watched Brit as she looked 

around the room glancing at one another as Angie offered a slight shrug. “I can’t think of 

what I expected to find here,” Brit finally said, “but it seems like something is missing. 

Now that I think about it, I guess I was expecting to find a clue, or some indication of 

what had happened to Bea.”  

“I’m not sure what it might be,” Serena said, “It’s been years since anyone else 

lived here, and they cleared everything out that was here berfore. What clue?”  

Brit pursed her lips sideways.  

“I’ve been visiting here for five years,” Serena said, “and I’ve never found 

anything that gave me a clue who’d lived here before. There might be a couple of things 

in the basement or the attic. I’d never heard a word about this Bea, or her brothers, or 

their family’s gold mines or timber companies. I can ask my Grandma tonight at dinner, 

and I’ll give you a call to let you know what I find out. But I don’t think she actually 

knows anything about it.”  

 



 

Chapter Seven — Memory Lane 
 

 

The SUV headed back up the hill leaving Bea’s house behind. Dad turned and 

drove to the neighborhood overlooking the ocean onto a street named “Memory Lane,” 

and he chuckled as he pointed it out. “I’d forgotten how optimistic the street names are 

here. We lived on Easy Street on the other side of town when I was a boy,” drawing some 

laughs as Angie sang a line from the Annie song.  

They got back to the main street and as they drove through town Dad pointed to 

each of the businesses and stores he knew when he was young. “The Pine Cone theater 

on the left is where I saw many of the great movies of the sixties, and the Sears catalog 

store was there on the right, and that’s the bank where the Samurai sword of the only 

Japanese pilot from World War II to drop a bomb on American soil was displayed.”  

“What?” Brit and Angie said at once.  

“First,” Brit said, “they had movies when you were a kid?” Dad scowled at her in 

the mirror. “And . . . you’re telling us that a Japanese airplane dropped a bomb on 

America, right here in this little town?” 

“Yeah. It’s like a scene out of the movie ‘1941’—the Japanese were trying to 

dishearten Americans by bombing targets on the Pacific Coast. Only one bomber plane 

ever got through, and he ended up dropping a bomb in the mountains instead of on the 

town. The town’s elders invited him over sometime after the war, just a few years before 

we arrived, and had a big ceremony. He offered the town his samurai sword, and it was 
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on display in the bank the whole time I lived here.”  

“Are you sure that happened?” Angie checked.  

“Well,” Dad thought, “I saw the sword in the display case, and there were photos 

of the event. So yeah, I’m pretty sure that’s how it went down.”  

Brit was already fact-checking him on her phone and she gave Angie a surprised 

nod. Her phone chimed and she pulled it out of her pocket and found a text from Serena. 

“G ma says she has some info about bea come tmrrw morning.”  

Brit was surprised. She hadn’t really expected Serena’s grandmother to know 

anything about Bea. This might be a lucky break—the only real one I’ve had so far.  

She quickly texted Serena that she would come by in the morning, after a research 

errand. Her heart suddenly lightened and Dad’s stories seemed instantly more interesting. 

Things were looking up.  

Dad drove the old route he used to walk to school and slowed at the next stop 

sign, then went slowly through the intersection. “And this building on the corner is where 

my best friend lived. Bomber.”  

“What?” Brit asked, looking up from Serena’s text. “Did he work for the samurai 

guy?”  

“What”? Angie said.  

Mom looked confused as well. 

“Bomber was his nickname,” Dad said, “not his profession.” He shook his head 

and scowled again. “Now this school over on the left was my grade school. Kalmiopsis 

Elementary. Kalmiopsis is the Indian name of . . .” Brit’s mind was working on the 
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mysteries of Bea Collins’ life and death, and Dad’s narrative began to fade from her 

attention as she thought about the house she had visited, and wondered what information 

Serena’s grandmother might have.  

“And over here on the right is the high school—home of the Bruins,” he 

continued. “We left before I got into high school, but I’ve always considered myself an 

honorary Bruin.”  

Brit texted Serena and asked what her grandma had told her.  

“This little house right here was where my third grade teacher, Mrs. Willis, lived. 

When I came back to visit Brookings one year, we dropped in to visit her. Her husband 

warned me at the door that she was near the end of her fight with cancer, but invited us 

in. My teacher barely remembered me, but sitting there in her nightgown with an oxygen 

tube in her nose, I was surprised she could think clearly at all. We only stayed a few 

minutes, and visited about the old days when she was a shiny new teacher, and when we 

left I gave her a kiss on the cheek—to say good-bye. She died a few weeks later.”  

Angie and Brit stared at their father, but couldn’t think of anything to say.  

“And this tiny little building on the left was our Scout Hall,” he continued without 

missing a beat. “I was in Troop 124, and we really did a lot of fun things together over 

the years. One campout I made the mistake of pitching my tent next to the creek. Well, 

when it rained that night I woke up and my inflatable mattress was floating me around the 

tent.”  

As Dad continued to tell his story Brit’s phone chimed again and she pulled the 

text up. “Hasnt told me yet says shell tell us together.”  

Brit texted Serena a frowny face.  
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They drove to their ‘hotel,’ just an old fashioned motel really, and carried their 

bags in, and Brit asked her dad about the local newspaper. “That’s kinda funny,” he said. 

“I actually remember the name of the paper. It was the Pilot—like a fishing boat captain, 

who’s called . . . well, a pilot. It had been owned by the family of one of my schoolmates, 

Kate Keusink. She was a very bright girl I always thought. Just like you. I had my picture 

in the Pilot paper three times, as I recall.”  

“You were in the newspaper?” Angie asked, before Brit could speak.  

“Sure . . .” Dad began another series of childhood stories as they all hung up their 

clothes in the open closet area while mom put their own pillowcases on the hotel pillows. 

After a minute Brit discretely said, “Dad, I’d like to go to the newspaper office 

tomorrow.”  

Dad smiled, and didn’t even ask why. “Sure.”  

 



 

Chapter Eight — An Obsessed Old Woman 
 

 

Brit walked down the driveway of Bea’s old house and up the stairs to knock on 

the front door as she saw a young man coming down the driveway on his bike. She turned 

to knock on the large wood door, then turned back to see him coast toward her and get off 

the bike. He was tall for his age, and muscular. He had a handsome face and a prominent 

chin, with smile dimples on both cheeks, which he was demonstrating for Brit as he 

walked toward her. She blushed and turned back toward the door, using her fingers to 

brush the hair behind her ear.  

“Hi,” he said, “You must be Brit.”  

Brit was a little surprised—to see him here, and that he knew her name. But she 

recalled that Serena said she had an older brother who came with her on summer visits to 

their grandmother’s house, and he did share some of Serena’s dark, good looking 

features. Brit had rarely seen such thick hair. She wanted to reach up and tousle it. He 

was taller than she had expected Serena’s brother to be, because Serena was actually a 

few inches shorter than Brit. He also looked very athletic, and seemed about three years 

older than Serena. Brit searched her memory, but couldn’t remember Serena mentioning 

her brother’s name. She tried to think if she had heard it, but nothing came to mind.  

“Hi,” Brit finally said. “You must be—”  

The door popped open just as Brit was about to fake her way through an 

introduction, and Serena smiled to see her standing there. When her eyes darted toward 
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her brother coming up behind Brit she looked slightly confused. “Brit . . . Jake,” she said.  

“I just got here,” Brit volunteered. “This must be your brother, Jake,” she added 

confidently, turning to look at him briefly as he stepped up behind her.  

“Yeah,” Serena said, “And where were you so early?” she asked her brother. 

“Visiting with some new friends,” he said, drawing an eye roll from Serena. Serena 

stepped aside and ushered Brit into the foyer. Turning to Jake she said, “They must be 

some very pretty friends, because I’ve never seen you up this early at Grandma’s.” 

Returning her attention to Brit she said, “I hardly ever see him during the day. He stays 

up half the night and sleeps in all morning. Only he could figure out a way to get into 

trouble in a sleepy little beach town.”  

“What trouble?” Jake said, passing his sister and rubbing her on top of the head. 

“Eleven o’clock at night might seem really late to a little girl, but I’ve never gotten in 

after that.”  

“Grandma’s curfew,” she chirped looking at Brit as they walked into the house.  

“And I’m always up with the surf, to ride the tall waves and play with the 

dolphins,” Jake laughed.  

Serena gagged a little. “Surfing in Brookings? That’s hilarious. And I’ve never 

seen a dolphin here. Some harbor seals maybe, and a few sea lions. But no dolphins.”  

Jake winked at her as he passed and headed toward the back of the house. “I’m 

hungry.”  

“You’re always hungry,” she called back as he disappeared around the corner. 

“I’m a growing boy,” they heard echoing from the kitchen.  
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Serena looked at Brit for second, and they both burst into laughter. “That’s your 

brother, huh?” Brit finally said.  

“Yeah. What can I say? My parents made a practice run first, then they had me.”  

“They finally got it right!” Brit said. 

“You got it!”  

An elderly woman walked into the foyer behind Serena, and said, “Are you 

teasing that poor boy again?”  

Serena spun her head around and said, “Grandma! Where did you come from?”  

“My sitting room, of course. I thought you were going to bring your new friend 

in.”  

“I was, but I was distracted by Jake, who was coming in from an early morning  

rendezvous,” she said mysteriously. 

“Leave the boy be,” her grandmother said. “I think he’s got a new—friend,” she 

added cautiously, whispering the last part. 

Serena chuckled at this, and said, “Grandma, this is my friend Brit,” stepping 

aside to give her grandmother a direct view. 

Serena’s grandmother took Brit’s hand and said with a smile, “You call me 

Grandma.”  

Brit agreed, and said, “Okay. Hi, Grandma.”  

Serena said, “I told Grandma all about Bea and what you told me, and she said 

that she heard a few things.”  

“Come into my sitting room,” Serena’s grandmother said, leading the way. As 

they entered the room that had occupied so much of Brit’s attention, everything looked 
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the same as it had the day before. Serena sat on the window seat and invited Brit to do the 

same with a pat of her hand, and her grandmother found a chair and scooted it close to 

the girls.  

“So tell us everything,” Serena said.  

“Well, I don’t know a lot, but I did hear some things when I was looking at this 

house— to buy it. Bob Jenkins, the real estate agent, didn’t say anything about it, but as I 

was meeting a few of my new neighbors they mentioned some things about old Mrs. 

Collins that I hadn’t heard before.”  

Old Mrs. Collins. It sounded like a completely different person in Brit’s ears.  

“They said that she was a nice enough old lady, but that she only talked about 

how her brothers were out to steal her inheritance, and never about anything else. She 

was obsessed about it, and always went on about how they were terrible people, and had 

done so many bad things. It was all she could do to get enough money out of her trust to 

pay the bills, and the house had become quite run down. So eventually, most of them 

tried to avoid her—they just didn’t want to hear about it any longer,” she said, wrinkling 

her nose.  

Brit was sympathetic toward Bea, and felt a little upset with the neighbors who 

became impatient with an elderly woman in need of some help, rather than actually help 

her.  

“She died right here, in this house,” Serena’s grandmother said solemnly, drawing 

the attention of the two girls. “She had a lady who’d come in and check on her, and give 

her some meds, but she was mostly here alone. When the woman came in one morning, 
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she was dead. It wasn’t a great surprise, because Mrs. Collins was quite old. But all the 

same, it’s a little unsettling having a death in the house.”  

Serena looked around the room with her nose wrinkled.  

“It was old age,” her grandmother said, “not Ebola.” She reached out and touched 

the girl’s knee, and Brit chuckled, even though she felt bad at the mention of Bea’s death.  

“Where did she die?” Serena asked, her face a little worried as her eyes swept the 

room.  

“I don’t know. I imagine in a bedroom, or maybe a room where they’d set up a 

sick bed. I don’t want to know.”  

“Neither do I, I guess,” Serena said. 

“Was there any talk about her brothers dying at the same time she did?” Brit 

asked.  

Serena’s grandmother looked a little surprised. “Why no. I hadn’t heard a word 

about that.”  

“There are some on the Internet,” Brit said, “who suspect the sons of her 

brothers—Bea’s nephews. They think that maybe Bea and her brothers stood between the 

boys and the control of the company. The company is worth a lot of money.”  

“Oh. Well, I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Serena’s grandmother said. “It 

all sounds like a nasty business. I’m glad not to have any of them coming around to visit 

me any longer.”  

Serena and Brit looked at one another, then Serena asked, “What do you mean? 

Has anyone come to visit you from Bea’s family?”  

“Not recently,” her grandmother said. “But just after I bought the house, both of 
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those men came—I assume it was them anyway, although they weren’t very young—and 

they explained that the house had been in their family for many, many years, and that 

there might be some family papers and things that had been left behind after their dear 

auntie’s passing. They wondered if they could look around for a while.”  

“What did you do?” Brit asked.  

“Well, I had just bought the place, and I had workers coming in every day to 

make repairs and paint. I hadn’t moved my things in yet, so I told them that it was okay 

with me if they wanted to look around a little.”  

“And did they find anything that interested them?” Brit asked.  

“I’m not really sure. The first place they went to is right here in the sitting room—

or it was really more of an office back then, all dreary with the dark wood everywhere. 

They poked and prodded all around the edges of the bookshelves and cabinetry, but could 

find nothing. Next they asked to go up to the attic, and then into the basement. They were 

here over two hours, and when they left they didn’t even thank me. They just stormed 

out.”  

“Did they find anything?” Serena asked. 

“Yeah, did they have anything with them when they left?” Brit asked. 

“Nothing that I could see. And you know what I found to be so odd?”  

Brit looked over at Serena then asked, “What?”  

“Hurry!!” Jake called from the hallway as he ran through the French doors 

holding his phone to his ear. “It’s ringing.” Brit swung around to see what Jake was 

yelling about, and Serena looked like she wanted to slug him.  
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“What the—” was all Serena got out before Jake shouted again.  

“How many pyramids are there in Egypt?” He put the phone to his ear for a 

second then said, “It’s still ringing. Quick, how many?”  

Brit was confused by Jake’s sudden outburst, but started counting all of the 

Egyptian pyramids in her head.  

“What are you yelling about?” Serena said. “Are you crazy?”  

“There’re about eighty in all,” Brit said. Grandma and Serena looked at Brit with 

puzzled faces. “Uhm, I just did a report on Egypt—turned it in a couple of weeks ago.” 

Serena and Grandma both looked impressed.  

“Yesah!” Jake said. “I’m here!” The outburst startled the girls, and they all turned 

to him again. 

“What are you—” Serena started to ask again. Jake put his hand out toward her, 

his palm shushing her in mid sentence. He was listening intently, then turned to the girls 

and said, “Okay—how many pharaohs’ mummified bodies have been found in the 

pyramids of Egypt?” He looked down and spoke into the phone, “That was the question, 

right?” He shook his head, then looked up at Brit, and said, “You said eighty, right? Is the 

answer eighty?”  

“No,” Brit said.  

“Wait,” Jake said into the phone, that’s not my answer. We’re just talkin’ ‘bout it 

for a minute. Gimme me a second.”  

Jake looked at Brit narrowing his eyes and said, “So Brit, how many pharaohs’ 

mummified bodies have been found in Egyptian pyramids?”  

“Well,” she paused to think, “none.”  
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Jake looked confused, as did Serena and Grandma. “What? But you just said there 

were eighty.”  

“You asked how many pyramids there are—and there are about eighty, depending 

on which ones qualify as pyramids.”  

“What?” Jake asked, panic starting to replace his usually cool looks. “Whadda ya 

mean, depending . . . on what?”  

“Well, it doesn’t really matter how many pyramids there are, because despite 

what everyone says about the pyramids being built by pharaohs as their burial chambers, 

not a single pharaoh’s mummified remains have ever been found in a pyramid.”  

Jake, Serena and Grandma all looked at Brit with incredulous stares. Serena 

blinked twice, then said, “Are you sure? All of those pyramids, and not one pharaoh’s 

mummy has been found in them? What were they built for then?”  

Jake was ready to burst, and he said, “Are you saying that no pharaohs were 

found in any pyramids whatsoever. Nada, niente, zero, zilch?”  

“Yeah,” Brit said. She was really glad she knew this one for sure, or they would 

have her doubting herself by now. “No pharaohs in the pyramids. That’s what King’s 

Valley is for— where many of them were buried.”  

Jake cringed, wrinkling his entire face into a gigantic prune, and squeaked into the 

phone, “The answer is zero.”  

He didn’t move for several seconds, and his face remained scrunched up as he 

awaited the response on the other end. Suddenly, his eyes and mouth opened and his face 

lit up. “Yeah!” he shouted bringing a triumphant fist down in front of him. “Yeah!” he 
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said again.  

Serena and Brit looked at each other, then at Grandma, who looked like she was 

worried that Jake had finally gone off the deep end. Jake was now saying, “Oh yeah, a 

new Corvette. I’m king of the world!”  

“What on earth are you talking about?” Grandma asked, shaking her head at Jake. 

“What does a pyramid have to do with a sports car?”  

“I know the answer to that,” Serena said. “It means that Jake is crazy. I always 

knew he was, but he was always able to hide it before.”  

Brit coughed out a laugh. She wasn’t sure what to think.  

Jake ignored Serena the best he could. He was listening intently, and a worried 

look suddenly came over him. “No,” he said, “My Grandma can drive it. Of course.”  

“Oh my,” Grandma said with her hand raised to her mouth, looking up at Jake.  

“My grandma can drive it?” Serena repeated. “Are you telling them that your 

grandma can drive you around in a Corvette?” Serena’s eyes grew wide at the thought, 

and she laughed. Brit couldn’t resist, and began to laugh with her, picturing Serena’s 

grandma behind the wheel of a new Corvette and Jake strapped into the passenger’s seat. 

Grandma seemed lost and looked from teen to teen trying to figure out what they were 

talking about.  

“I’m so confused,” Grandma said. “I thought the pyramids all had pharaohs 

buried in them. And what does that have to do with a sports car? I don’t want to drive a 

sports car. They’re too dangerous.”  

Jake looked suddenly upset. “Well can I get a rain check for then?” His eyes 

closed again. He shook his head and sighed. “Okay,” he finally said.  
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Jake put his phone in his pocket and looked around at the three ladies looking up 

at him. He looked back down, his eyes looking around. “Oh, you probably wanna know 

what that was about.”  

Serena raised a single eyebrow as high as it would go, and said, “Uh, yeah.”  

Jake tried to reclaim a bit of his cool, and said, “Well—I heard Grandma’s radio 

in the kitchen, and they said that the first caller with the right answer would win a brand 

new Corvette to drive around for a week.” The entire call was beginning to make much 

more sense to Brit. “And I called the number as fast as I could, and didn’t get a busy 

signal—so I knew I must be the first caller.”  

“Okay,” Serena said. “So I guess we all know the question you had to answer to 

win. And what made you think you could answer it right? You certainly didn’t know 

anything about pharaohs or pyramids.”  

“Well, luckily, Brit here seems to know everything about . . .” he looked at her for 

a moment, then said, “about everything.”  

Brit flushed. His handsome smile made her feel warm, and she wasn’t sure what 

to say.  

They all looked at Brit for a minute, and Serena said, “You’re on my team for 

trivia games.” Brit chuckled with the others, and looked for a way to change the subject.  

Before she could think of something, Serena asked Jake, “So, what was that about 

Grandma driving the Corvette?”  

Jake looked down in disgust, then looked up and said, “They said you have to be 

eighteen to win the car.”  
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“So that’s why you asked about a rain check? To come back and get the car for a 

week when you turn eighteen?” Serena started to laugh again, and it struck Brit as funny 

too, and she began to laugh, although she tried to suppress it.  

Serena looked at Brit, then at her grandmother, and shook her head. After thinking 

for a second, she blinked her eyes as if to clear her mind, then continued, “Okay, 

Grandma. Just before we were assaulted with Jake’s weird craziness, you were telling us 

about the visit you had from those two men related to Bea, and that you thought 

something was kind of odd about them.  

Serena’s grandmother put her finger on her chin and thought for a moment, then a 

look of recognition came over her, and she said, “Oh, yes, I remember now. Those 

horrible men were here. I was going to say that the very next day the workmen brought 

up a box of photographs from the basement and asked what I wanted to do with them. I 

looked through them and it was obvious that it was a valuable collection of old family 

photos, and I knew they had to be the former owner’s family—and many of them from 

the nineteen-twenties, thirties, forties and so forth. There were even wedding photos, of a 

beautiful young bride and a handsome groom.”  

Serena said, “Why would those men leave behind a box of family photos that nice 

if they were looking for things that belonged to the family? Was the box hidden 

somewhere they hadn’t been able to look?”  

“That’s what I asked the workmen,” her grandmother replied, “because I thought 

perhaps they’d missed them and would be so pleased to hear we’d found them. I was 

shocked when I heard their answer.”  

“What’d they say?” Serena asked.  
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“They said that they’d found the box in the middle of the floor, overturned, with 

the photos strewn across the floor, like it had been thrown there.”  

Brit felt a knot in her stomach as she heard this. “So they’d not only seen the box 

of family photos, but they threw it to the floor. Yep, it sounds like the work of Allen and 

Jackson Hastings to me.”  

“I was heartsick when I heard that,” Serena’s grandmother said. “I had never met 

anyone in my life so callous that they would dump family photographs upside down on 

the floor and walk away,” she shook her head sadly. “It was then that I started to think 

that old Mrs. Collins may have been right about her family. I was glad they were gone, 

and hoped they would never return. I got my wish, because I’ve been here for five years 

and I’ve never heard a word from them again.”  

Brit sat and stared at the floor, considering what she had just learned. It was all so 

sad, and she felt a sharp pain in her stomach for Bea. As her thoughts drifted back to the 

box of family photos, another thought occurred to her, and her heart rate suddenly 

doubled. Her eyes widened as she asked, “The box of photos. Do you still have them?”  

Serena looked at her, then over at her grandmother. “Yeah, what did you do with 

them?”  

Looking up at the girls the elderly woman said, “I kept the box there on the table 

for over a month, thinking about what I should do with them.” The girls both looked at 

the white wicker table near the far corner with yellow daffodils in a vase in the middle. 

“After the workers were finished and the place was brightened up, they seemed to cast a 

dark shadow over my happy new home.” Brit’s stomach began to tighten as she prepared 
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herself for the worst. “I called the historical society in Gold Beach, and they said they 

might be interested in the photos, so I said I might donate them.”  

“And did you?” Serena asked.  

“To tell you the truth, I never got around to it. I put the box in a drawer in my 

sideboard in the foyer, and it’s been there ever since.”  

Both girls brightened immediately, and Serena asked, “They’re there—in the 

hallway?”  



 

Chapter Nine — Out of the Woodwork 
 

 

The photos were arranged across the kitchen table and grouped loosely according 

to subject. Many were of Bea in various phases of her life—which they had determined 

from names written on the backs. There were school photos, pictures with friends, and 

some theatrical shots with what appeared to be her on the stage in the distance. The 

wedding photos were the best. Bea was a gorgeous bride, and the happiness in her 

sparkling eyes belied the pain she would suffer for most of her life. Her groom was 

handsome enough, although he had little hair, and it was obvious that she was the joy of 

his life.  

Even Jake was captivated by the story that was revealed in these sixty or so 

photographs. He turned a snapshot of Bea and some of her college friends so he could see 

it better. “Wow, they were babes, if you think of them in different outfits, and different 

hair,” he said.  

Serena scowled at him.  

“They were beautiful young women in any time or fashion,” his grandmother 

said. “People don’t look any different now than they did a hundred years ago, or a 

thousand years ago.”  

“I wouldn’t know, Grandma,” he said. “I wasn’t there. I’ll have to take your word 

for it.”  

Serena hit him playfully on the arm. “You are so disrespectful. Apologize to your 
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grandmother.”  

He leaned over and kissed his grandma on the cheek and said, “She knows I’m 

just messin’ with her. I know she’s not a day over three-hundred.”  

“Oh, you’re so bad,” Serena said, giving him a hard punch on the shoulder.  

Brit smiled at them. When they had finished looking at the photos Brit asked, 

“Did the workers find anything else that might have belonged to Bea?”  

Serena’s grandmother thought for a second then said, “Most of the valuables had 

been removed when they went through the estate after Mrs. Collins died, so by the time 

the house went up for sale, there wasn’t much left—just a few things in closets and 

drawers really, or a coatrack in the attic or old bookshelf in the basement perhaps. It was 

on the market for several years before I bought it, which was the only reason I was able 

to get it at such an affordable price.”  

Brit pursed her lips as she thought hard about that. Jake watched her closely.  

“I don’t think there was anything else, but if you kids would like to look around, 

please feel free. You have the run of the place.”  

With that, Serena’s grandmother grinned broadly and began to walk out of the 

kitchen, leaving the sleuthing to those with higher energy levels.  

Serena said, “Well, if you’d like to look around the house for awhile, let’s do it.”  

Looking at her watch Brit said, “That’d be great. I’ve already found so much 

more than I’d ever hoped—yet it seems like there should be something else. It just seems 

to me that Bea’s entire life was spent fighting her brothers, and every time she talked to 

someone it was about how they were cheating her out of her inheritance. It seems that she 

would have a collection of something that might help her case against them. She said 
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something about holding something over their heads I think—something her mother 

helped her with.”  

“It was probably all taken away by her family when she died,” Jake said.  

“The only family I know of were her nephews,” Brit said. “Her brothers died just 

before she did, in a plane crash.”  

“Wow. That’s harsh,” Jake said.  

“A very suspicious plane crash according to Internet rumors—if you can believe 

things you read on the net.”  

“I don’t know,” Jake said. “I’m starting to believe.” 

“Yeah, the same nephews who came to visit Grandma and asked to look through 

her house probably,” Serena added.  

“And that’s another thing,” Brit shot out. “Why would the Hastings nephews 

come to look through the house after the estate had cleared it out, and while your 

grandma was getting it ready to move in? That makes no sense—unless there was 

something specific they were looking for—something that the estate people hadn’t 

already found.”  

“Well they sure weren’t looking for family photos,” Jake said, looking at the 

pictures spread across the large table.  

The three of them sat looking at the photos, each deep in thought.  

Finally, Brit said, “I still have half an hour before Dad comes to get me. Let’s 

look around.”  

Jake led the way up a narrow set of stairs into the attic, and Brit’s heart beat 
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heavily as she saw ahead through the small door that it was completely dark inside. She 

was relieved when Jake walked ahead and tugged on a string hanging from the ceiling 

and a light came on. Still, the place was plenty creepy, and some spider webs had begun 

to appear in the corners. Brit shuddered at the thought of being in here alone, in the dark. 

She was glad Jake was with them, then blushed because of the thought. A new thought 

came into her mind, from nowhere, that she wished she was pretty, like Angie, or 

Savannah—or Serena. She blinked, wondering where it had come from, and put it out of 

her mind.  

Finding nothing of interest, the three made their way down two stories into the 

basement. Again, Brit hesitated to descend fully into the dark until Jake went ahead and 

turned on the lights. Serena noticed her reluctance and put a comforting hand on her 

shoulder. Brit tried to fake like she didn’t know why, but Serena wasn’t fooled at all. 

They went through the basement and Jake and Serena were quickly able to identify 

everything they saw as belonging to their grandmother. They ended up back in the former 

library and stood looking in the direction of the bookshelves.  

Brit finally spoke. “There’s something about this woodwork that makes me think 

it was special to Bea. I don’t know why. I think it has something to do with the way my 

grandma described their meeting with her here. It was the place where she had important 

papers, like the map to her family’s gold mine. It was right up here when she took it out 

and unfolded it on the desk,” she said, reaching up into the bookshelf near the corner. 

“There were books, and the map was right on top of them here. She reached in and got 

the map right off the books, turned to the desk or table she had right here, and unfolded 

the map. She explained some things about what she wanted to do, and wrote on the map. 
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It all happened right here,” she said, fluttering her hands in front of her where the map 

had lain on the desk.  

“What are you thinking?” Serena asked. “Do you think papers were kept in this 

room? Maybe hidden somewhere?”  

“I don’t know. But Bea had to be more than a little frightened by her brothers, and 

then her nephews as they got older and became more like their dads. I don’t think she 

would have just left her really private things out in the open, or in the desk drawer. At 

any time any one of the scoundrels could have come in and stolen her evidence—

whatever she was putting together all of those years she was trying to prove they were 

cheating her out of her inheritance. If she had something that she thought could hurt 

them, and help her, she wouldn’t have left it just lying around, would she?”  

“I wouldn’t think so,” Jake said. 

Serena scanned the room. “But where would she hide it?”  

“Maybe she had a hidden drawer in her desk that locked, or some other cabinet in 

the house where she kept her papers,” Jake said. 

Brit thought about it for a moment. “That would have made it too easy for her 

brothers to find and steal. That’s why I keep thinking that someone like Bea would have 

had a secret hiding place, where no one would have known to look.”  

The three of them looked around the room, not seeing anything obvious. Brit 

walked right to the corner where the bookcase and window moldings came together, and 

began to run her hands over the woodwork again.  

“Isn’t that what Grandma said the Hastings nephews did when they came to the 
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house looking for precious family stuff?” Serena asked.  

“Yeah,” Jake agreed. “They started lookin’ around the wood shelves.” 

“I know,” Brit said, “and I’m not finding anything here that seems loose, or like it 

might be a handle or trigger of any kind. I’m thinking about one those old movies where 

the man pulls something on the wall and the bookcase opens up.”  

After watching Brit for a minute, Jake and Serena joined her and started to run 

their hands over all of the woodwork, pulling and pushing on every shelf, panel and piece 

of molding.  

“I don’t know how thorough the Hastings cousins were when they checked this 

out five years ago,” Brit said, “but all of this wood has been painted over, and dried paint 

might tend to glue the moving pieces into place. I wonder if that’s why we aren’t finding 

anything.”  

The three of them pushed and pulled with greater force, but nothing moved, not 

even a little. This was high quality hardwood, and it didn’t budge.  

After a few minutes Serena tired of the search and sat on the window seat 

watching her brother and Brit. Brit looked down and saw her fidgeting with the trim that 

formed something of an armrest for the window seat. She thought for a moment then 

asked, “Has anyone had a good look inside that window seat?”  

Jake and Serena looked at one another, and Serena said, “We keep some board 

games and stuff in here, from when we were younger. We haven’t really been in it much 

for the past few years.” She stood from the seat and lifted it, evoking the familiar squeak 

from the hinge. Brit bent down and began to reach inside, pulling out some throw pillows 

that were tucked into the back while Serena pulled out the board games and carried them 
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to a chair.  

Jake kneeled on the floor in front of the window seat and bent over looking into it. 

“Nothing else in here that I can see,” he reported.  

“Are you sure?” Brit asked. “Check the trim like we did out here. That window 

seat actually makes sense for a good hiding place if you think about it. Sure, someone 

would think to look inside because it looks like a good place to hide something. When 

they see there’s nothing hidden in there, they move their search on to the next place. But 

just like King Tut’s tomb, where the real treasure was hidden behind the bait treasure, 

you might have to dig deeper to find it.”  

Jake wasn’t sure he was following Brit’s logic and he didn’t know much about 

Tut’s tomb, but he continued to push and pull on the panels and trim that made up the 

inside of the window seat. After a minute of jerking on something inside, he said, “Wait a 

minute,” then continued to work against something to the far right inside the box.  

“Wait a minute what?” Brit asked.  

“Did you find something?” Serena asked, hunching over him to see what he was 

doing.  

“Do you mind?” Jake said. “It’s hard enough to see what I’m doing without a 

little monkey climbing on my back.”  

Serena pinched him on the back and said, “Just keep working in there, and don’t 

come out until you’ve found something.”  

“I think I have found something,” his voice sounded a little strained. “There’s 

something that moves in here. It’s really tight, though, probably from years of just sitting 
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here near the outside wall,” he grunted. “And it’s been painted white. I think I’ve . . .”  

The girls heard something give as Jake exhaled in triumph. It was a clattering 

noise followed by the sound of wood squeaking against wood.  

“There it goes,” he said, falling back onto his haunches.  

Brit and Serena stood staring at Jake, trying to see around him into the window 

seat box. He had nothing in his hand, and they couldn’t see into the box far enough to 

know what had happened inside.  

“What is it?” Serena demanded.  

“There’s a panel in the back, on the right side,” Jake explained, catching his 

breath. “At first it felt like it could move a little up and down if I put pressure against it. 

But I couldn’t figure out if it’s supposed to pop out or not. Like Brit said, I had to slide 

the trim that kept it in place pretty hard because it had been painted shut, but finally it 

popped over and the panel came out at the same time. It was built that way on purpose it 

looks like.”  

“Is there anything behind the panel?” Brit asked, her face quite serious.  

“I don’t know. I’ll go back in and check it out,” Jake said, leaning forward and 

reaching inside again.  

“Be careful,” Brit said, putting a hand of caution on his shoulder without thinking.  

Jake looked over at her hand, and she pulled it away quickly, her face turning red. 

Jake smiled and returned his attention to the panel in the back corner of the window seat 

box. He bent over and reached deep into the back, feeling around and fumbling through 

something.  

“Have you found something?” Serena asked, speaking for both girls. 
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“Yeah. Feels like some papers. I’m just trying to make sure there aren’t any 

spiders or something weird like that in there. I can’t see what I’m doing.”  

Serena smiled at Brit, who was already muffling a chuckle of her own. Serena put 

a hand on Jake’s other shoulder to give him courage, and he glanced quickly to see which 

girl it belonged to.  

Jake finally pulled out some papers that were clipped with a metal attachment at 

the top. Brit had never seen a paperclip that big or bulky. He started to thumb through 

them quickly and the girls gathered around him and they all looked together.  

“A lot of newspaper articles, letters, and some court looking stuff,” Jake 

announced, handing the small stack over to Serena.  

She handed them directly to Brit and followed her to the small table with the 

flowers placed delicately in the vase in the center. Brit moved the flowers to the far edge 

and laid the papers on the table and began looking at them. One by one she reviewed 

them, not taking time to read every word, but scanning them as fast as she could. The 

story began to unfold of a company that was engaged in every sort of sordid enterprise. 

That was not news to Brit, but these papers were put together over a period of decades, 

most of them long before the Internet. Brit wondered if many of these papers formed the 

basis of the stories she had read on the blogs.  

“Bea was certainly busy, keeping tabs on her evil brothers,” Brit finally said, 

flipping another page. Serena pulled the other chair beside Brit and sat next to her, 

looking at the papers with her, while Jake put the window seat lid back down and sat on 

it, watching for signs of recognition as the girls studied the documents.  



BRIT AXTON: A Golden Legacy 
By James Thompson and Brigitte Thompson 

87	
	
	

	
Most of the writing on the pages was printing of some type. The only handwritten 

notes were in the margins, where someone had scribbled, “They have no right,” or “They 

did this,” or “I’ll stop them.” Brit assumed those were Bea’s notes, and smiled to think 

that Bea had actually written on these pages.  

“Anything?” Jake asked from his perch beneath the window.  

“Just a lot of information about how rotten her brothers were,” Brit said. “The 

papers get newer toward the bottom, and they start to mention Bea’s nephews with their 

fathers. ‘Peas in a pod,’ she wrote here,” Brit said, lifting the bundle a little and pointing 

to a handwritten note in the margin. “And here’s a note—‘Got 75 of 100.’ Hmm, I 

wonder what that means.” As Brit spoke her phone chimed with an incoming text 

message. “Ooh, that’s probably Dad,” she said reaching for her phone.  

She looked at the screen and it said, “I’m here.”  

“Not already,” Brit groaned, then texted back. She put the phone back into her 

pocket and looked at the stack of papers in her hand, unsure what to do.  

“You have to go now?” Serena asked.  

“Yes,” Brit grumbled. “And I haven’t even had a chance to read through these.”  

“You could come later and look through them,” Jake suggested. 

Serena glanced at him and Brit smiled for a second, but she quickly composed 

herself and formed a frown, saying, “This is our last full day in Brookings, and I still 

need to go to the newspaper office, and Dad has the rest of our day planned out, taking us 

to Harry’s Beach and up the river to Loeb Park and some lame stuff like that.”  

“Harris Beach,” Jake said.  

Brit didn’t notice. “Hey,” she said, “I’m excited to actually find these papers, 
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right in the logical place where Bea would have hidden them. It’s like a murder mystery 

in real life or something, and I’m just frustrated that my dad is sitting outside waiting for 

me to run out and leave these behind before I’ve had a chance to go through them.”  

Serena got an idea. “I’ll go and tell Grandma what we found, and I don’t think 

she’ll mind if you take the papers. Maybe you can make copies of them, and bring them 

back to us.”  

 “Copies. Wait. You’re right. I can make copies, right here.” She pulled out her 

phone and set it on Scanner. “Serena, could you run out and tell my dad what we found, 

and tell him I’ll be out in five minutes?”  

Serena bounded for the door as Brit carried the stack of papers to the window seat 

where Jake was sitting.  

Jake looked at her funny, so she finally said, “The light is better here in front of 

the window. If I can use the seat to take pictures on, I can make my own photocopies, and 

upload them to my dad’s computer to read them later in the car.”  

Jake jumped up and swooped his hand with a flourish toward the seat. “All 

yours,” he said with a slight bow.  

Brit sat and laid the stack of papers down beside her and started to shoot pictures 

of them a sheet at a time.  

After a couple of minutes Serena returned and said, “Your dad was really 

interested and asked if he could come in too.” Just then Dad walked into the room, and 

looked around.  

“Wow, so this is it.” Dad looked at the bookcase and the window seat, then 
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focused on what Brit was doing with the papers. “You found them, huh? Great work. And 

that’s a great idea,” he said, “make digital copies on the fly. I’ve done that many times 

myself while interviewing clients for their—” he stopped and changed the subject. He 

rarely spoke of his work outside of the house, and never mentioned his clients’ names in 

front of others. Confidentiality was one reason his clients came to him in the first place. 

“So Brit tells me that you two live in Tucson,” he said looking at Jake and Serena. “How 

long ‘til you get back home?”  

“A couple of weeks,” Serena said.  

“Great. We’ll be home by then. We’ll all have to get together—at our house, or 

yours. Brit can set something up.”  

“That would be great,” Jake said, a little too quickly, drawing a long look from 

Brit’s father.  



 

Chapter Ten — The Pilot 
 

 

The sign above the door said “Curry Coastal Pilot” and sported a ship’s steering 

wheel in the middle. It was exactly like the logo on the newspaper’s website.  

There was a bright looking young woman working at a desk in the corner back 

behind the counter, who looked up as Brit entered. She looked around the office seeing 

that she was the only person available to help, and stood from her desk and walked over 

to the counter and asked, “Can I help you?” Brit instantly detected a British accent, and 

noticed that the woman seemed to be in her mid twenties, was curvy, and wore ugly 

glasses that screamed out I’m smart and I wear these glasses because I read a lot! Brit’s 

own glasses were rather plain, but she didn’t intend for them to send a message. She 

might have to rethink the glasses thing, and talk to Mom about contacts. Jake might think 

she was prettier if she wore contacts. What!? Where did that come from? Brit flushed, 

staring widely at the counter for a millisecond, then blinked and turned her attention to 

the woman at the counter—“Julie” it said on her press pass.  

“Yeah, uhm, I’m here to do a little research, if that’s okay,” Brit said politely. 

“What type of research?” Julie asked. 

“I want to find out everything I can about a lady who used to live here in 

Brookings, and about her family, who owned some big businesses around here.”  

“Well that shouldn’t be a problem. How long ago was this?”  

“The woman died just before I was born, but she lived here for at least sixty years 
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before that.”  

“If I had lived here more than four years myself,” Julie said, “I would probably be 

able to tell you about her personally. But I’m relatively new in town, so I’ll have to refer 

you to the archives. Everything is digitized to about ten years ago. Before that, it’s just 

stacks of old newspapers.”  

This sort of research was new to Brit. Julie smiled at her, and asked, “So, why are 

you interested in our little paper? School project?”  

“No, I’m working on a story,” Brit said. 

“A story for what?”  

“I’m a writer, and get stories published in papers all the time. I just cracked a 

public corruption case in my town. Front page.” Julie smiled, obviously impressed. “I’m 

going to see if a magazine will publish Bea’s story.”  

“I’m a reporter too,” Julie said, turning the lanyard around her neck so Brit could 

see her press credentials better. “This doesn’t get me into a lot of interesting places—not 

around here—but every now and again I get a scoop and it ends up on the front page.”  

Brit admired her press pass with her photo and the paper’s logo printed on the 

front. “Now, what’s the name of the party you wanted to research? Bea something?”  

“Her name is Bea Collins,” Brit said. “Actually, her name was Beatrice, and her 

maiden name was Hastings. I also want to check up on her brothers, Horace and Leonard 

Hastings, and the family’s company, Great Western Holdings Unlimited, founded by 

Bea’s father, Alexander Hastings.”  

“Hmmm,” Julie nodded, scribbling notes furiously to keep up with Brit’s rapid-

fire request.  
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“And the two evil nephews, the sons of Horace and Leonard Hastings,” Brit 

continued, “were Jackson and Allen Hastings. From what I’ve found online and in secret 

documents left behind in a hiding place for all these years by Bea, I think Allen and 

Jackson might have killed their fathers and aunt to take over the family’s company.”  

Julie looked up from her notes and raised her eyebrows at Brit. A scruffy looking 

older man suddenly stepped out from behind a partition down the hallway and shuffled 

quickly up the aisle toward them and demanded, “What did you say?”  

The tension was suddenly palpable and Brit’s usual fearless demeanor shrank to 

the point of invisibility. The man was short and plump, with bushy gray eyebrows that 

were knitted tightly together in the middle behind his thick-rimmed glasses, with his gray 

hair sticking out like barbs above the ears, giving him a menacing look. She suddenly 

wished that she was invisible. He looked really upset, and it scared her.  

“Oh,” Brit said, improvising quickly and wishing she had been a little more 

discrete in the way she spoke about Bea’s nephews, “I’m here to do a little routine 

research on some of the residents of your city. Just some background information, 

really.”  

The man looked at Brit, then at the cub reporter. Finally he spoke, quite 

brusquely. “This isn’t a public library. We’re too busy to babysit kids who wander in off 

the streets, who want to come in and take up all of our time with nonsense like that.”  

Julie looked confused and started to say something, but with a warning glance 

from the older man she went silent.  

“Excuse me,” Brit said, regaining her courage, “but people come in here all the 
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time to do research on people and events in this town, and you don’t have any right to—”  

“Right? Right? I have every right to do whatever I want,” the man growled. “I’ve 

been with this newspaper for over forty years, and I say it’s time for you to move along. 

You’re the one who doesn’t have any rights here. This is private property, and I’ll call the 

sheriff if you don’t get out right now.” He glared at her in a way that left no doubt he was 

dead serious.  

Brit and Julie were both shaken by this exchange, but Brit thought of something 

her dad had talked about as they passed the police station and said, “My dad was friends 

with the police chief, Bud Cross, when good people were in charge of this paper and this 

town. I don’t know what’s happened, but there’s something very fishy going on here, and 

I’m gonna get to the bottom of it.”  

The man stopped and considered her for a minute, then said, “Your dad knew Bud 

Cross, huh? That’s strange. You aren’t from around here though?” Brit didn’t flinch. He 

watched her for a moment, then his scowl returned and he said, “Well anyway, we’re 

closed for research today, so you’ll have to leave now.” He pointed toward the door and 

walked around the counter and ushered her out with a sweeping motion of his hands. 

Julie watched in bewilderment as Brit was herded toward the door and out onto the 

sidewalk by the man.  

Brit stood outside the office for a moment, glaring through the glass door where 

she could only see the man’s fat bottom waddling away from her. She kicked the 

sidewalk, then spun around and headed south, glancing back through the window of the 

Pilot office. She could see an exchange between Julie and the older man inside, and the 

man turned and stared at Brit for a minute, waving the young reporter away from him. He 
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reached into his pocket and put his phone up to his ear. His glaring stare creeped Brit out 

and she walked faster to get away from the Pilot.  

Brit pulled out her phone and quickly rang Serena, telling her all that had just 

happened.  

“That’s really weird,” Serena said. “Where are you?”  

“I’m on the main street now, Chetco Avenue, walking toward the bridge.”  

“Well why don’t you comeback here then”? Brit could see the Dairy Queen a few 

blocks ahead, and she knew that Serena was just a block or so beyond that.  

“Okay. I’ll see you in ten.” Brit was shaking a little as she walked toward the 

river. It surprised her because she’d had encounters with gruff adults before. She’d faced 

off with the two construction morons just four days earlier. She wondered why this run in 

had affected her so much. There was something about the old guy. He was very  . . . 

threatening. Yeah—he seemed like he would do her real harm if he got the chance. Brit 

wondered if her nerves would be settled by time she got to Serena’s. She had taken a 

heavy shot of adrenalin, and was now just trying to take a deep breath and let it pass. She 

suddenly chuckled at the thought of duking it out with the chubby old guy. It was 

hilarious. She decided to call her dad to let him know where she was going.  

Brit passed the Dairy Queen and thought about her dad’s funny story about 

squeezing his giant ice cream crater cone as he tried to mount his bike, crushing the cone 

and watching in horror as his ice cream and hot fudge plunged in slo-mo to the sidewalk. 

She could picture it and had to chuckle. She was feeling a little better already. She took 

Spruce Drive around to where Bea’s driveway went down toward the river to the old 
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house. As she walked up to the front porch Serena opened the door and welcomed her 

inside. Brit felt relieved already and spent the next two hours exploring the house with 

her new friend, looking for any other signs of mysterious hiding places. She finally called 

her dad and said she wanted to spend the night at Serena’s. 

Brit and Serena walked to the beach and Brit called Savannah to see how she was 

doing. She reported that she was feeling better, but Brit wondered if she was just being 

brave. Her mom hadn’t been so optimistic just the day before. 

Satisfied that her friend was okay for the time being, Brit and Serena spent the 

afternoon talking through the Bea situation sitting on the sand and walking along the 

water’s edge looking for shells as the waves washed over their feet. 

“Hey—Serena and Brit!” a strong voice cried out. Brit was startled, and swung 

her head toward the voice. Three boys stood near a house perched up on a short cliff, 

overlooking the shore.  

Serena called back, “Hey,” as Brit strained her eyes to make out the details of the 

three boys. It took just a moment to figure out that the one talking was Jake.  

“Hey Brit,” he said, forcing a smile from Brit’s reddening face. 

“Hey,” she returned. 

“Whatcha up to?” Jake asked. 

“Just walking along the beach. It’s a beautiful day for it,” Serena said, continuing 

to walk along the surf. 

Jake said something to the others who stood with him, and one of them spoke up 

and said, “We’re havin’ a party here later. Wanna come?”  

“Ooo,” Serena said so only Brit could hear, “I’ve never been invited to a 
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clambake with Jake and his friends. I think this has something to do with you.” Brit 

opened her mouth to protest, but was immediately drowned out by Serena’s shout. “Sure! 

See ya later!”  

Brit’s feet felt a little heavy as sand washed over her toes, making her stumble 

slightly. “Why did you tell them yes? I don’t want to go to a party. This is my last night 

here, and I need to find out if Bea left anything else behind for me. There are kids’ lives 

that I need to think about.” 

“Wow,” Serena said. “I guess that’s a lot a pressure. Okay—let’s do what you 

need to do, and if we have any time, we’ll make a quick appearance at the party.” 

* * * 

Brit left nothing to chance and went through the window seat compartment 

herself. They went through every other possible hiding place in the sitting room, and 

inspected every other place in the house that could possibly conceal more papers or other 

evidence. Brit and Serena measured walls and rooms, making sure there were no hidden 

passageways or small secret storage areas. Nothing.  

By the time they wandered up the beach to the party, it had been dark for two 

hours. Brit stuck close to Serena and listened as one of Jake’s friends played a guitar out 

by the fire. It was a song that Brit recognized. He was pretty good, she thought. She 

found herself humming along, then singing quietly, so only she could hear—or so she 

thought. It wasn’t long before she heard Serena speak up and say, “This is one that Brit 

knows, and she is going to sing it for us.”  

Brit’s eyes shot over at Serena, growing wide as she jabbed her with an elbow and 
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said, “What the . . . what are you doing? I’m not going to—”  

“Okay, I’ll start over again,” guitar boy said, stopping the music and looking at 

Brit. Everybody was watching and the intro ended, and Serena was poking her with a 

sharp elbow to start singing. Brit didn’t know how to gracefully get out of this, so she 

drew a breath and began.  

The first few words were a little quiet, and a little shaky even, but it was clear that 

she was going to have to sing the song with the guitar playing behind her, so Brit sucked 

it up and sang louder and steadier, deciding it was better to give them her best effort. She 

looked straight into the fire as she sang, glancing only a few times at the strumming 

guitar, afraid to see the eyes of her audience. Their quiet faces in the corner of her eye 

told her that they were paying attention. As it became clear that guitar boy was finishing 

the song, Brit felt relief and finished out the verse with as powerful a voice as she could 

muster. Surrounded by grass, sand and open air, she was almost surprised how her voice 

sounded without any reverberation as she sang her last note and let it hang in the air. Her 

eyes were closed and the song was over. She didn’t want to open them, but knew she had 

to. Brit held her breath as a quiet moment passed, interrupted only by crackling from the 

fire. Clapping broke out followed by some whoops from the boys that had walked out to 

the fire, as Brit finally opened her eyes and looked toward the house. Her face was flush 

and warm, and not from the fire. Serena grabbed her arm and shook her saying, “That 

was amazing! I didn’t know you could do that.” 

“Really?” Brit said. “Then you probably shouldn’t have told everyone I was 

gonna sing!” 

* * * 
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Serena loaned Brit some pajamas and they brought in a blowup mattress and put it 

on Serena’s floor for Brit. Brit caught Serena up on Savannah’s condition, and crawled 

into her bed on the floor and got comfy under the blanket. The girls talked for another 

thirty minutes then decided it was time to sleep. Serena reached for the light switch, but 

when she saw Brit’s eyes widen, she said, “There’s a little night light over there,” and as 

she extinguished the light a small bulb turned on under the desk. Brit was a little 

embarrassed that her new friend was on to her anxiety so fast, but glad for the nightlight. 

Within minutes both girls had drifted off to sleep. 

Brit’s next waking thought was confused, wondering where she was. It took her a 

moment to remember what these strange surroundings were. It was dark, except for the 

sliver of light glowing from under Serena’s desk. She wondered why she had woken, 

seeing that there was no light coming through the windows, each flanked with delicate 

white curtains. She lay there for a few seconds starting to recall the events of the prior 

day, when she heard a distant sound that resembled something between a bump and a 

clank. In the small amount of light provided by their nightlight she could see Serena’s 

hand hanging over the edge of the bed above her, and it was perfectly still, so she knew 

that Serena was not walking around the house in the middle of the night. It could be Jake, 

or even their grandmother, Brit thought. She sat up in her bed and moved toward the 

edge of the mattress and stood, stepping toward the bedroom door. She looked back at 

Serena, and reached for the door handle, turning it carefully, so she wouldn’t wake her 

friend. As the bolt retracted she carefully pulled on the door lightly, enough to open it 

only a crack. She listened, but heard nothing. She put her eye up to the crack in the door 
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and looked out, seeing nothing—only blackness. Just as she was ready to close the door 

and return to her bed, a small ray of light splashed against the wall down in the stairwell.  

“What the hell?” she whispered. Why would the light move like that if someone 

were up getting a midnight snack? The light wouldn’t move unless it was portable—like 

a candle, or a flashlight. But why would Serena’s brother or grandmother use a candle or 

a flashlight? Wouldn’t they just turn on a light?  

Brit slowly closed the door and tiptoed across the room to Serena’s bed. She bent 

over and gently touched Serena’s hand. She waited a moment, but there was no reaction. 

She touched her hand again, rubbing it on the back a couple of times with her fingers, but 

got no response. This time she took Serena’s hand and lifted it slightly off the bed, 

holding it there a moment until Serena stirred. Serena squinted an eye and asked, 

“What?”  

“Serena. It’s me, Brit,” she whispered.  

Serena had trouble opening her eyes, but finally focused on Brit’s barely lit face, 

hanging over her. “Brit. What’re you doing here?” she asked pulling her face back a few 

inches.  

“I’m spending the night—remember?”  

Serena took a moment to think, then sat up quickly in her bed. “Yeah. What’s up? 

Did you wake me up?”  

“Yes,” Brit whispered. “I heard a noise, and looked out the door. It looked like a 

light downstairs was moving. Unless your brother or grandma use a flashlight at night, I 

wonder if you have an intruder.”  

Serena’s face looked worried suddenly, and she moved quickly for the door.  
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Brit motioned for her to go slowly and put her finger to her lips. Serena followed 

her instructions and turned the knob slowly and opened the door only an inch. It was dark 

in the hallway, and she looked back at Brit who motioned for her to keep watching. It 

took only thirty seconds until a weak beam lit the stairwell wall. Serena quietly closed the 

door and looked at Brit. “I don’t think that’s Jake or Grandma,” she whispered excitedly.  

“That’s what I thought,” Brit said. 

“What do we do?”  

Brit looked around the room and saw of use if there was an intruder. She 

shrugged, but moved quietly toward the door and opened it. Her heart pounded as she 

opened it and stepped out into the dark hallway. Serena was right behind her, and Brit 

wondered if her heart was pounding hard too. Brit swallowed as another bit of light 

landed on the stairwell below them. They both stopped and waited for it to disappear. 

When it was gone they stepped lightly toward the stairway and just as they arrived at the 

upper landing, the floorboards beneath them let out a creaking noise. Both girls stopped 

immediately, frozen in place. Nothing appeared to move downstairs. They waited a 

minute, and listened. There was nothing. They listened a full minute but heard nothing 

more.  

“I’m getting Jake,” Serena whispered as quietly as she could, and tiptoed the 

seven paces beyond the stairs to his room, opening the door and disappearing through it. 

Brit waited alone in the near dark for a long moment, wondering how long it would take 

to get Jake up to speed and into position. She was becoming anxious standing alone in the 

darkness. There was a sudden squeaking noise that rose up through the stairwell from 
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below. Brit froze, her eyes wide as she fixed them on the bottom steps below in the dark. 

She could see nothing, but she heard another noise.  

What was taking Serena and Jake so long? She couldn’t wait any longer. As 

horrifying as the thought seemed, she took a step down the stairs and began her descent 

into the chilling darkness below. It engulfed her entirely and she held the handrail tightly 

and slid her hand down it with each step she took, holding it as firmly as she could 

without making a squeaking sound as she moved. She kept glancing upward to see any 

sign of Jake and Serena, but there was only dark silence from above. There was no sound 

coming from downstairs, and all was dark there as well. The final step down brought her 

to the familiar feel of a small rug on her bare feet, which she recalled was at the very 

bottom on the main floor of the house. She still clung tightly to the railing in her hand, 

looking around blindly in a sweeping motion, seeking any sign of life or movement in the 

heavy darkness.  

Brit’s heart pounded as she took a step away from the bottom of the staircase, 

releasing her grip on the banister, moving cautiously through the blackness, feeling in 

front of her with her hands and feet as she moved toward the front room. A small noise 

from behind her forced her to jerk her head around, and she looked back in the direction 

of the kitchen. She turned and took a step in that direction just as a shadowy figure 

loomed in the hallway before her. She stopped and backed against the wall, inching just 

around the corner and crouching low, watching for a brief second as the shadow moved 

toward her. She could barely tell that something was there, and she wasn’t sure if she 

should move, or remain perfectly still. She opted for the latter, and froze as the figure 

moved slowly toward her. Whoever it was couldn’t see her squatting in the extreme dark, 
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and she held her breath and watched silently as a man in dark clothing slid by, moving 

toward the front door. Brit didn’t know what to do. Should she stop him? If she did, what 

would he do—surrender to her? Not likely. She didn’t see any good endings to that plan. 

Nevertheless, she couldn’t just let him go without confronting him.  

Brit heard what sounded like the handle on the front door turn, and she made a 

quick decision—hoping it wouldn’t be her last. She stepped forward and said in a louder 

voice than she had anticipated, “What are you doing in here?”  

Brit wasn’t sure what she had really expected the intruder to do at that point, but 

the door before him opened quickly and he slid through the opening, closing the door 

behind him with a fluid movement. He was gone. The only sign that he had been there 

was a small gust of wind that stirred the light curtains on either side of the door. Poof—

he was gone like a magician, vanished into the dark night like a specter.  

Jake’s door opened above and Serena was the first out, followed closely by a 

wide-awake Jake. He had a baseball bat in his hands and was ready for a rumble. Brit 

watched as they arrived at the top of the stairs, and called to them from the darkness 

below, “He’s gone. He just left.”  

Brit could barely see them descending the stairs in the small amount of light 

making its way down from Jake’s open bedroom door. Jake quickened his downward 

pace and was soon upon her, his bat raised and ready.  

“Whadda mean he just left?” Jake whispered anxiously. “Did you see ‘im?”  

“Yes,” Brit confirmed quietly, although she wasn’t sure why she was keeping her 

voice so low at this point. “He was just there. He came from back there, by the kitchen, 
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and through the hallway,” she said, pointing into the darkness, “right past me. It looked 

like he was going to leave, so I said something to him.” Serena stepped off of the stairs 

and took Brit by the arm as she finished her story. “He didn’t jump, or even hesitate. He 

just opened the door and slipped outside. The door closed quietly, and he was gone.”  

Jake thought about what Brit said for a moment. “Wow, he just walked right past 

you . . . in the dark?”  

“He was close to you?” Serena asked.  

“Yes. I was very still right here, and he walked past me. He didn’t see me—I 

don’t think.”  

“And you let him know you were there, just before he left?” Serena asked. 

“Yeah.”  

Jake just looked at Brit for a minute, then broke his stare to look around, 

repositioning the bat over his shoulder. His eyes began to wander around the hallway and 

into the rooms beyond, not that he could see much.  

“Are you thinking he might still be in here?” Brit asked. “I watched him leave 

through that door,” she said, pointing.  

“Of course not,” Jake whispered. “I’m wondering if he was in here alone.”  

“You mean there might be someone else in here still?” Serena said. 

Jake just shook his head and put his finger to his lips, then began to move like a 

jungle cat on the prowl with his bat raised and his elbows cocked. Brit and Serena 

followed him closely, not saying a word. They tiptoed to the sitting room close together, 

seeing nothing inside. Brit walked cautiously across the hallway and looked into the 

kitchen, but it was too dark to see much. She thought of turning on the light, but decided 
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against it. She looked back and saw the shadows of Jake and Serena disappearing into the 

sitting room, and she turned back and looked into the empty kitchen before her. Her heart 

was pounding as she peered into the darkness, but she decided that Jake and Serena were 

close enough at hand that she could swallow her fear and venture into the unlit kitchen. If 

anything went down, they could be there in mere seconds.  

She tiptoed past the cooking island and toward the back door, looking back to see 

if Serena and Jake had seen where she was going. There was suddenly a movement in the 

dark in front of her near the open pantry door and as she swung her head around to get a 

better look, something ran in front of her causing her to jump and scream. 

The room was suddenly filled with blinding light, and Serena was yelling from 

behind her as her grandmother’s tabby cat jumped into the pantry. Brit’s eyes bugged and 

her heart pounded hard against her chest and her teeth hurt from a surge of adrenalin, as 

she fell sideways against the island. A small commotion behind her was followed by an 

outburst of laughter. Brit looked back in the direction of the door and saw Serena looking 

at her with wide eyes while Jake was bent over laughing. She could hear him wheezing 

the word “caaat” as he laughed uncontrollably.  

Brit swung around and saw the cat munching kibble from its bowl on the floor, 

and turned back toward Serena and Jake. There was nowhere to go but back toward the 

door, where a compassionate Serena was telling Jake to stop his obnoxious laughing. Brit 

walked over toward the pair, and Serena slugged Jake in the arm and told him “Shut up”!  

He stood straight rubbing his arm, and began to say, “But Brit . . .” but Serena 

threatened him with another punch. The smile left his face for a moment, then it 
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brightened again and he said, “But did you see . . .” drawing a second punch in the arm 

from his little sister. She was at least seven inches shorter than her brother, and probably 

sixty pounds lighter, but Serena took Jake by the sore arm and dragged him back into the 

hallway, and Brit heard only her muffled rebuffs as they walked away. Brit gathered 

together her wounded pride and walked through the door to follow them, glancing back 

to see the cat putting its face into the bowl on the floor near the pantry door. She took a 

deep breath and turned back and walked out into the hallway.  

The three went out to the front room, then from room to room on the ground floor, 

turning on lights as they went. Jake got an idea and went and checked the front door. It 

was locked.  

“Are you sure . . . ?” he started to ask, exasperated, not knowing how to finish his 

question.  

“Yes,” the girls said together.  

The three of them turned on lights throughout the entire house and checked every 

corner and behind every piece of furniture and door. There was no sign anyone had even 

been there.  

When the three finally gave up their search for a second intruder, Serena asked, 

“So what do you think he was after?”  

“Who knows?” Jake said. “Maybe Grandma’s TV or computer.”  

“I don’t think so,” Brit said. “The timing is too convenient. After what happened 

to me at the Pilot office, I wonder if this intruder was related to that.”  

“What happened at the Pilot office?” Jake asked. “What’s the connection?” 

Serena looked at Brit.  
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“I’m not sure,” Brit said. “No one could possibly know about the . . .” her voice 

trailed off as the thought came to her.  

“The what?” Serena asked.  

“Maybe the papers that we found in Bea’s window seat,” Brit said. “Or maybe the 

photos we looked at. I think I mentioned something about them at the Pilot office.”  

“Why would they want the photos?” Serena asked.  

“Yeah. If they wanted the photos, and if it’s related to the Hastings brothers, they 

would have taken them when Grandma let them go through the house,” Jake said.  

“I agree,” Brit said. “It’s not the photos then. So it must be Bea’s papers they 

were after.”  

“Well, they should be right there in the sideboard drawer in the foyer where 

Grandma put them—next to the photos.” All eyes flashed to the foyer, and they hurried 

over to the sideboard and Serena yanked open the main drawer. There sat the photos, just 

as they had for five years until they were taken out the day before for viewing. But beside 

the box of photos was an empty space. The three of them stared at the spot, then looked 

up at one another.  

 



 

Chapter Eleven — Exit Signs 
 

 

As the SUV speeded out of town Brit gave her dad the details of what had 

happened at the Pilot office and during the night at Serena’s. She explained that Serena’s 

grandmother confirmed where she had left the stack of Bea’s documents—in the 

sideboard cabinet drawer in the entryway. They were now missing. There was no mistake 

about it—an intruder had picked the front door lock, thoroughly searched the house, and 

made off with Bea’s papers, almost undetected. She couldn’t bring herself to tell him that 

she had confronted the burglar. 

Dad’s face contorted, and he said, “Maybe . . . just perhaps, you might have 

overstepped a little when you openly accused the Hastings cousins of murdering their 

own fathers and aunt in front of strangers at the newspaper office.”  

Brit looked down. “Yeah, I guess you’re right about that.”  

Certainly, the older man had been indignant about it. Dad was all but convinced 

that the uproar at the Pilot must have reached the wrong ears, and the burglar was sent to 

find out what ‘secret papers’ had been discovered at Serena’s house.  

“But how could they have known I was at Serena’s?” Brit said.  

“They probably didn’t. They probably just sent someone to Bea’s old house to see 

if there was any incriminating evidence that had been discovered there. It’s the logical 

place to look. It was probably just a coincidence that you were there when it happened. I 

doubt you were followed there. I certainly hope that’s the case.”  
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“Me too.”  

The SUV made its way north past the South Coast Lumber Company, where 

“Bert Thomas’ old drive-in theater used to be,” Dad said, seemingly to calm himself 

down a little by talking about random things. He continued his narrative as they drove, 

passing by Harris Beach, then Whaleshead Beach, explaining how he had “hunted deer 

with Bomber, Grandpa and Uncle Wes in the mountains up there on the right, hiking 

down all the way to the beach from way up on the high ridges.” 

Brit texted Serena that they were leaving town a few hours ahead of schedule, and 

“so sorry for the trouble.”  

Immediately a text came in saying, “Gma says dnt worry. Hastings bys r just 

ruffians. :-}” Brit smiled at the word ruffians. It seemed very old-timey.  

“That dinosaur against the small mountain is the Prehistoric Gardens. It was a 

genuine educational tourist place, even when I was young,” Dad narrated a few minutes 

before they reached Gold Beach.  

“Are those just replicas of the actual dinosaurs they had here when you were 

young?” Angie asked, drawing a look from Dad in the mirror. She smiled with 

satisfaction.  

Brit texted Serena: “r u calling cops?”  

A minute later a text came in that said, “Gma says no. Not yet anway. Nthing of 

valu takn. dsnt trust anyone now” 

Brit disagreed. The papers obviously had value to someone. She was so glad she 

had scanned them before they were stolen. Whatever was in them obviously threatened 
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the Hastings boys.  

The family drove farther north, moving steadily away from the trouble, and Angie 

finally laughed when they passed a sign that said “Arizona Beach.” 

“Ha. Almost home,” she quipped.  

Brit got out her dad’s laptop and uploaded the photos she had taken of Bea’s stash 

of papers at Serena’s house. It had a large screen that would make it easier to read the 

papers. She began reading them one by one. Bea was convinced that her family was 

trying to steal her inheritance, and keep her and the rest of the world in the dark about 

their despicable business dealings. As she read she got the feeling that she shouldn’t be 

careless about the documents, and decided she should email copies to an online account 

she had set up earlier. That way, if anything happened, she could always retrieve them 

from the email servers.  

By the time they reached Coos Bay the family needed to stretch their legs, so they 

stopped and looked at the waves breaking on the shore for a few minutes. There weren’t 

many people at the beach so Brit scanned the small collection of cars parked in the lot 

and on the road to estimate how many people were visiting. It confirmed what she had 

thought from the few people walking along the beach; it was a slow day.  

As they returned to the SUV Brit and Angie took a moment to take off their shoes 

and socks to brush the sand off before getting in. Brit sat at the edge of the seat as she 

pounded her sneakers together and wiped her gritty feet with her hand before putting her 

socks on again. As she did she noticed another car had parked on the road at the back of 

the small pack of cars lined up on the far side. It was a basic looking car, four doors and 

silver, and the only curiosity was that the windows were tinted so dark that she couldn’t 
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tell if the people had gotten out yet or not. A quick look toward the beach revealed no 

new visitors, so she assumed they were still inside their car. Dad started the motor, so she 

quickly closed her door and fastened her seatbelt and they took off up the coastline as 

Brit got out her dad’s computer again to read more of Bea’s documents, and Angie 

reached for her ear buds.  

About an hour later Mom said, “Sea Lion Caves. Do you remember visiting here 

when you were young?”  

“I remember a little,” Brit said. “It was stinky.”  

“I remember that Angie was still in her stroller back then,” Dad said, “and it was 

so windy outside that I could barely keep her from being blown away.”  

Angie got a worried look on her face and glanced outside. 

“It looks clear to me,” Dad said as he watched her in his rearview mirror and 

smiled. 

“Let’s stop,” Mom said, as Dad pulled off the highway and the SUV climbed the 

steep driveway to the parking lot on the opposite side of the road from the attraction.  

They left the car parked on the flattest parking space they could find, and hiked 

down and across the highway to the main building. Inside was a tourist shop with more 

sea lion and coastal themed toys and gifts than Brit would have guessed possible. Angie 

admired the fudge shelves while Brit looked at the large display of bracelets and earrings. 

Brit looked at Angie and wondered how such a ‘goodie hog’ managed to stay so thin, 

because despite her sweet tooth Angie had the figure of a gymnast. Brit glimpsed herself 

in a mirror behind the counter and quickly looked away. This time, though, she took a 
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second look, for only a brief moment, and thought that if she did some of the things that 

Angie did to make her hair and face look nice, it might improve her look. The thought 

struck her as strange, and she wondered why she was suddenly thinking about those 

things. Then the answer came to her, and she felt warmth rush into her face as she put it 

out of her mind and walked toward Angie.  

Dad went to the counter and returned in a minute with tickets to go down the 

elevator to the caves, where they spent the next 40 minutes exploring the bowels of the 

sea lion underworld, where grottos and splashing waves created a dreamy playland for 

the furry creatures. Brit avoided the darker corners of the attraction.  

The wind had picked up since they’d arrived, and the uphill walk back to the car 

was harder than Brit had expected. “Sea Lion Caves and similar tourist attractions along 

the coast used to give away bumper stickers when I was a kid,” Dad recounted as they 

walked. “They had no sticky backing in those days, and were mounted on the chrome 

bumper with wire that was threaded through holes in the cardboard.”  

Brit smiled at this bit of unhelpful trivia as Angie said, “I hope the horses didn’t 

get poked by the wires.” 

They arrived at the SUV and climbed in through their respective doors. The view 

from here was spectacular and Brit scanned the panorama to remember it for years to 

come. She grabbed for her phone to take a picture when her eyes swept right up the 

hillside, and she saw there were cars parked on a higher level. Overlooking their lot was 

the same silver sedan with dark-tinted windows she had seen on the coast highway at 

Coos Bay. She assumed it was the same car, anyway—those dark tinted windows were 

unmistakable. At first her paranoia made her flinch, wondering if this car could be 



112	 BRIT AXTON: A Golden Legacy  
By James Thompson and Brigitte Thompson	

	
	
	
following them. Then she realized that many of these cars were taking the same route up 

the coastline as her family was, and they would all be bumping into one another all day 

long. She smiled at herself, glad she hadn’t followed her first instinct and said something 

about the car to her dad.  

 



 

Chapter Twelve — Paranoia 
 

 

The sun was barely up and Brit and her family walked out on the hotel’s dock 

where some men were catching crabs in pots they’d cast over the end and dangled on the 

bottom by ropes. Masts and readied fishing poles filled the marina and the morning fog 

made it look like a misty forest. A boy had a fishing line in the water and Angie squirmed 

as he reeled it in and a small crab danced on the end while hanging on to the bait with one 

claw. His excited voice carried through the docks where boats were leaving for a day of 

fishing.  

They went for breakfast at the hotel’s restaurant and ate fruit from the breakfast 

bar.  

Brit’s phone rang, and the display announced it was Serena on the line. “Hello,” 

Brit answered.  

“We think they came again last night,” Serena said. 

“What do you mean, came again? Was there any sign of a break-in?” Brit asked.  

“That’s what’s strange. I checked everywhere—all of the windows are fine, and 

all the doors are locked still. If someone came in, they used a key or some sort of lock 

pick, and went through the basement looking for something. Then they were gone—must 

have locked the door behind them. We never heard a thing.”  

“Well how do you know someone was there if there was no sign of tampering 

with doors or windows. Was something else missing?”  
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“No. Jake saw something on a TV show and put toothpicks under all of the door 

hinges in the house—outside and inside. He said that if anyone came in during the night, 

the toothpicks would fall to the floor, but they wouldn’t make any noise, so the intruder 

wouldn’t notice it. I thought he was being super paranoid. But sure enough, this morning 

the toothpicks had fallen from the front door and the door down to the basement. Some 

inside doors had been opened too.”  

“It sounds like a professional,” Brit said, raising her mother’s blood pressure 

twenty points.  

“What do you mean?” Dad asked. “The house was burgled again?”  

Brit nodded her head and ignored him for the moment, and asked Serena, “Are 

you sure you’re all okay? Have you called the police?”  

Serena hesitated, then answered, “Grandma says she isn’t sure she wants to 

involve the police. After your experience, she’s not sure who we can trust anymore.”  

Brit stared straight at her plate at this statement. Were things really this bad? “I 

guess she’ll know best what to do. I’m so sorry that I even got you involved in all of this. 

I had no idea something like this might happen.”  

“It’s all getting kind of scary,” Serena choked.  

Brit felt even worse. 

They drove north, and finally arrived at a place called the Tillamook Creamery, 

which Dad said, “It was always called the Tillamook Cheese Factory until they rebuilt it. 

We always enjoyed watching them make the famous cheese through the big windows.” 

Now it was mainly a tourist shop, but they did sell some great ice cream. Brit and 
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Angie got double scoop cones. As the car left the parking lot Brit decided to watch a 

movie during the ride over the mountains toward Portland. Hopefully, it would occupy 

her mind. She looked through the selection to see what might interest her as they headed 

south to catch the highway through the mountains. Brit took a last look at the dry-dock 

ship and the cheese factory and started to return her attention to the movies when 

something caught her eye. It was only for a second, but the image was burned 

momentarily in her mind. Near the back of the parking lot, in the far corner was a plain 

silver sedan with dark tinted windows.  

She turned instantly to look again, and strained to see the car, but it was out of 

sight behind other parked cars already. The SUV continued down the road and the silver 

car never came into Brit’s view again. She was unsure if she should say anything about it. 

She couldn’t even be sure it was the same car she had seen twice before. Dad had said to 

bring up anything suspicious, and seeing the same car three times as they had travelled 

hundreds of miles might be considered suspicious.  

“Dad,” Brit said timidly. “I don’t want to sound paranoid, but I think I just saw a 

car back there that I’ve seen two other times since we left Brookings.”  

“Really? What do you remember?”  

 Seeing that he took her seriously, Brit recounted the times and places of the 

former sightings. He nodded his head as she spoke. 

Everything seemed clear for now, so Brit threw on a movie, although for the next 

90 minutes her eyes barely glanced at the screen. Instead, she watched behind them as 

they drove along the winding roads to see if a silver sedan peeked at them from around 

the curves far back in the pack.  
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Brit felt a little embarrassed that she had even mentioned the car. If it had been 

following them, they surely would have seen it behind them as they drove. But she saw 

no sign of the ‘silver shadow’ at all. She smiled at the name she had just given the car.  

They entered Portland and found McLaughlin Boulevard following it through 

sleepy looking areas next to the river until they started up a hill lined with trees that fast 

became a forest it seemed. As they crested the hill the trees gave way to streets and 

businesses again, and everyone looked right at the same time as an Air Force bomber 

plane loomed over what appeared to be a gas station.  

“It’s a plane!” Angie was surprised.  

“Yeah, a B-Seventeen World War Two bomber,” Dad said. “This plane has been 

here since before I was born.”  

“Wow. I didn’t know they made planes before you were born,” Angie said.  

Dad scowled in the mirror at her, then said, “It’s called The Bomber—

appropriately enough.”  

“Did your friend own it?” Angie asked.  

“What friend?” Dad looked confused.  

“Bomber?” 

He closed his eyes, then opened them and said, “No. It’s called The Bomber 

because it was a plane that flew over enemy gun factories and dropped bombs on them.”  

“Oh.”  

They drove around a block that passed by the river and up a hill, then into a 

driveway that Brit recognized as Aunt Karen’s house. She exited her side of the car and 
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stretched her legs momentarily. Angie rushed to the front door and disappeared inside 

and Mom followed close behind. Brit walked to the lawn and looked out over the bank 

where she could see the road below. She scanned the road left and right as far as she 

could before it twisted up and around a corner, and seeing no sign of a silver sedan she 

made her way back to the house and walked through the front door.  

 



 

Chapter Thirteen — Aunt Karen’s Garage 
 

 

Aunt Karen had prepared Mexican food for her guests. Brit and Angie didn’t like 

Mexican food as much as one might expect of native Arizonans, but Mom and Dad were 

always up for it. The double-scoop ice cream cones had not completely worn off, so the 

girls just picked around their food. Karen’s children ranged from 13 to 19, and were all 

present to welcome family members they rarely saw in person.  

There was a great deal of catching up everyone needed to do, and Brit dutifully 

hung out with the family while they recounted what seemed like a hundred events and 

stories. Savannah’s mom wasn’t happy about Savannah’s leg. Still infected, and getting 

worse. It was hard to focus on fun when so much was at stake. Brit got up and headed 

through the hallway and out the back door. The detached garage was thirty feet from the 

house, and was surrounded by some flower patches and trees. Brit marveled how easily 

plants seemed to grow here. In Arizona flowers, shrubs and trees had to fight for survival, 

and they relied on humans to water them and keep them alive. Here, however, everything 

was green with patches of color everywhere, and looked like humans only hampered their 

growth.  

The garage door was up and Brit could see an older car inside, with its hood up. 

She cautiously walked in and looked at the car and could see a little fire damage under 

the hood. “Must be Jordan’s,” she whispered, recalling a conversation she’d overheard 

about her cousin’s car and a small engine fire, and he had to replace some of the parts to 
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get it running again. It looked like that hadn’t happened yet.  

On the far side of the car Brit saw some older style wooden cabinets, built into the 

wall of the garage. At the back were stacks of plastic storage bins and boxes, piled about 

four feet high. What she wanted was probably somewhere in that area. She could 

understand why Aunt Karen hadn’t been that enthused about going through all of 

Grandma’s stuff in her garage. It was an intimidating task. They would be here three 

days, off and on, and that would have to suffice.  

The idea that Bea’s map might be right here, sitting in front of her, suddenly 

revived her excitement about the gold mine. All of the problems with someone stealing 

Bea’s papers would fade away if she could find the map. That was the key. That’s what 

Bea had given to Grandma. She thought briefly about the children at the House. Were 

they really ready to close it? Were things that bad? The days were ticking by, and other 

than a burglar at Serena’s, she wasn’t really any closer to finding the gold Bea had left for 

Grandma. It was hard to believe that the Kidz House and Clinic might be shut down 

within the week. But she knew that if Bea’s promise to Grandma was real, Grandma had 

pledged to step up and help keep the Clinic open. Even expand it so more kids could go 

and get the treatment they needed. It was all up to her.  

“I have to make this happen.” 

Brit walked over to the built-in cabinets and opened the door. More stacks of 

boxes inside. She quickly opened and looked into several of the cabinets and found 

boxes, small appliances, tools and loose household items in each of them. She sighed, and 

closed the last door.  

“What you doin’?” a voice from the garage door startled her.  
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Brit twisted around and found Angie and Joe, their thirteen-year-old cousin. “You 

know what I’m doing,” she said. Angie chuckled, then began to explain to Joe why Brit 

was rummaging.  

Brit was only able to look through three boxes before Dad came out and watched 

her for a minute. “Find anything yet?”  

She didn’t even look up from the box she was digging through, but only said, “I 

just got started,” then looking up at the pile of boxes and bins over in the direction of the 

cabinets along the wall added, “as you can see.”  

“Yep. This’ll take some time. Oh well, there’ll be plenty of opportunity to dig 

through Grandma’s boxes while we’re here. You may want to work in a little vacation 

time too, in between getting to know Grandma and Grandpa better.”  

Brit looked at the things in the cardboard box she was going through. There were 

dishtowels and Christmas bowls, and cloth napkins. No room for a metal box the size 

Grandma described. “Sure. Are we going somewhere?”  

“Yeah. We’ve got a few hours of daylight left. We thought we’d go check in at 

our hotel, then take a little tour of the area where I grew up—twenty minutes south of 

here.”  

Brit wrapped up her excavation, and within ten minutes they were in the SUV and 

driving to their hotel just a couple of minutes south. The family lugged their bags and 

belongings into their new room and unpacked and put clothes on hangers and in drawers. 

This was definitely not Brit’s favorite part of vacationing. If it were up to her, she would 

prefer to leave her bag in the back of the car and just grab what she needed for the day.  
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After they were completely moved in Dad drove them south to some of the small 

towns around the convergence of the Clackamas River with the Willamette. As they 

approached the downtown area there was an arched bridge crossing the river, and Dad 

said, “My Aunt Vida walked over that bridge as a dare in high school,” pointing in its 

direction.  

“That doesn’t seem like such a big deal,” Angie said. “It has sidewalks with rails 

and it’s not very long.”  

“Oh, you misunderstand,” Dad said. “She didn’t walk across the flat part where 

the cars and pedestrians cross. She walked over the big arch across the top.”  

Angie and Brit scanned the large arc of the bridge and Brit shuddered to think that 

their great-aunt had pulled such a dangerous stunt as a teen. Brit now saw Aunt Vida in a 

new light.  

“Over there on the cliff,” Dad said pointing to the left, “is the elevator. I used to 

go up and down that when I was just two years old.”  

The girls were surprised to see the elevator, although this was something that 

instantly returned to Brit’s memory.  

“A town with an elevator,” Angie said. “Cool.” 

The SUV shot up the hill and a few minutes later Dad was taking them on a tour 

of a few of the houses his family had lived in before they’d moved to Brookings, regaling 

them with a tale of surviving the “Columbus Day Storm.” Brit hated the part about the 

lights being out and the family huddling under the dining room table.  

 



 

Chapter Fourteen — Silver Shadow 
 

 

Brit reviewed a few online stories about Bea and her nephews on Mom’s tablet 

while Angie finished showering and drying her hair. The research made her excited again 

to get back to Aunt Karen’s house and dig deeper into the junk in her garage. She was 

closer now than ever to finding the map that Bea had given her grandparents so long ago. 

The map would lead to the mine, and the mine would lead to money, and the money 

would lead to doctors for children. It was becoming critical according to Savannah—the 

chatter about closing the Clinic was everywhere now. Brit was feeling a burden that most 

young teens never know.  

“Almost ready?” Dad asked, looking around for the car keys. 

“Now, what did we decide to do today?” Mom asked.  

“Mount Saint Helens, and Astoria tomorrow.”  

“That’s right, because Aunt Karen has an appointment this afternoon and wants to 

go to Astoria with us. I remember now.”  

They drove to Aunt Karen’s to pick up Joe and Jordan, who wanted to go with 

them today. As they pulled up into Aunt Karen’s driveway, Brit decided to run back and 

have a quick look in the garage. She reached down and turned the warm silver handle, 

and as it raised above her head with a lot of squeaks and thuds she saw Jordan’s troubled 

car still sitting in its familiar spot, and Brit looked it over as she walked by, wondering if 

it would ever run again. She turned on the lights and walked back to the cabinets along 
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the far wall and decided to begin looking in them systematically, starting in the left 

cabinet, then moving toward the right of it. The first two cabinets revealed nothing of 

interest, and she opened the third and could see that there were some large woodworking 

tools that provided no hiding spot for a small metal box. As she opened the fourth cabinet 

Angie appeared in the doorway and said, “Dad says we’re going now.”  

Brit almost felt like asking to stay for the day, but Mt. St. Helens actually seemed 

like a place where she would like to visit, and she had vague memories of seeing it 

several years earlier, and thought it had looked more like the surface of the moon than the 

former location of a beautiful forest and mountain lake. Plus, Dad would probably object 

if she asked not to go. So she closed the cabinet door and hurried outside, remaining only 

long enough to close the unwieldy garage door. She made sure it was down all the way 

and locked into place, and stood and turned to walk around the house to the front drive. 

As she turned her eye caught a flash from something a couple of hundred yards across the 

street, fairly deep in the distant trees of the neighborhood. She stopped and looked at the 

source of the reflection and it suddenly happened again; a flash of light reflecting off of a 

shiny surface. She stood still and gazed in the direction of the flash, but it didn’t happen 

again.  

Angie stopped and called back, “Are you coming?”  

Brit stood frozen, piercing the thick forest the best she could, adjusting her glasses 

to see if that helped. Nothing. After a minute she responded, “Yes. I’m coming.” She kept 

her eyes on that far away spot as she walked, but it soon was out of her view as she 

walked around the corner of the house toward the driveway. She walked past the SUV 

about twenty feet, and looked over the edge of the property again, scanning the street in 
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both directions. There was nothing unusual. 

Brit got inside and they pulled away, heading north for the Columbia River, 

which separated the states of Oregon and Washington. Joe and Jordan wanted to talk and 

ask lots of questions, so Brit had no opportunity to re-read Bea’s documents on her phone 

or even contact Serena or Savannah by email or text.  

The SUV turned onto the street that would deliver them to the freeway headed to 

Washington state. Within fifteen seconds of turning onto the main road Brit nearly 

whipped her neck as a silver sedan with dark windows drove by in the opposite direction. 

Jordan was in the seat behind her and as she turned fully around and tried to see behind 

him through the rear window his seventeen-year-old frame blocked her view. She leaned 

hard to see around him, but was held by her seat belt. Jordan and Joe looked at her 

dangling sideways and backward in her seat, where she had been seated properly only a 

second before. She looked like she had been trapped in the web of a giant spider. Their 

eyebrows raised in unison.  

Brit tried to turn back around and adjust herself in her seat without drawing any 

additional attention. She heard suppressed snickers behind her, but chose to ignore them, 

without offering an explanation. Dad had caught flashes of activity in the rearview mirror 

and adjusted it so he could see directly behind his seat. “Anything up?” he asked quietly.  

“Um, I just saw one of those silver shadows like I was talking to you about,” she 

spoke in code. Dad frowned.  

“You like Rolls Royces?” Jordan asked. 

“What?” Brit said. 
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“A Silver Shadow,” he said. “Isn’t that a Rolls Royce?”  

“Why, yes,” Dad improvised quickly. “Brit likes older luxury cars, and thought 

she’d seen an old Silver Shadow Rolls.” The truth was that no one really wanted to 

explain the break-in at Brookings, or the silver sedan with darkly tinted windows that Brit 

thought she’d seen three times along the Oregon coastline. There was no need to turn the 

entire extended family paranoid. “So, speaking of cars,” Dad attempted to change the 

subject, “I hear you had an unfortunate mishap with yours.”  

“Yeah, the fuel line was old and cracked, and it leaked, and caught on fire. I’m 

replacing the bad parts, and it’s just about ready to go again.”  

“The hood seems kinda burned,” Angie said.  

“Yeah. I’m not sure what I’m gonna do about that. I may look for another one at a 

wrecking yard,” Jordan explained.  

“That’s very resourceful,” Dad said, checking his rearview mirror for silver 

sedans. “I’ve spent a few hours myself picking up parts at wrecking yards. I used to go 

with your Uncle Phil, Aunt Wanda’s husband, when we were restoring that nineteen-

sixty-seven Mustang Shelby Cobra.”  

“You had a sixty-seven Shelby Cobra Mustang?” Jordan asked excitedly.  

“Wow,” Joe added, exchanging impressed glances with his big brother. “Do you 

still have it?”  

“No. We eventually sold it at auction. I wish we did, though. It was a sweet car.”  

The SUV wound it’s way past the Columbia River and they turned right and 

headed east up the Toutle River toward the volcano. Brit snapped photos as Dad pointed 

to some debris still piled behind an old log jam and said, “I watched the peak blow off 
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that day, and all of the water from Spirit Lake and the rubble from the exploded mountain 

came rushing down this river, wiping out bridges and towns in its path.”  

They all took in the sights of the wounded mountain, and visited all of the 

attractions set up by the Forest Service, then headed back to the freeway for the return 

trip to Aunt Karen’s. Brit had kept a keen eye out for the silver car, but had seen nothing. 

False alarm. After a feast of chilidogs and corndogs at a roadside ‘restaurant,’ the family 

drove back toward the Oregon border, toward Portland, just on the other side of the 

Columbia.  

“Hey. Why don’t we see Multnomah Falls while we’re here?” Momn suggested. 

She remembered the magnificent waterfall from their former visit. The SUV turned left 

and headed up the Columbia River Gorge as soon as they crossed the great river. Thirty-

five minutes later they were pulling into the parking lot and gazing upward at the 

stunning site.  

“It drops over six-hundred feet altogether,” Dad said as their eyes tracked the 

cascading water from the highest point from where it fell steadily downward until it 

finally reached the bottom, passing out of sight for a moment to run under a footbridge, 

from where it fell the final seventy feet. Brit remembered this now. How could she ever 

forget it? It was glorious, and the arch of the stone bridge that looked higher than it 

actually was made it appear regal. She lifted her camera and took the shot.  

They all stood in silence for another minute, watching the river above cascade, 

allowing sheets of mist to peel off into the air and fade into nothing more than haze on a 

wafting breeze. The people crossing the bridge above seemed quite small in the scene and 
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highlighted the true enormity of this marvel of nature.  

The parking lot was located on the opposite side of the highway from the 

waterfall and its attractions, and they had to cross through a pedestrian tunnel beneath the 

highway. They emerged to an even better view of the waterfall, and were again 

compelled to stop and stare heavenward at the sight.  

Brit watched the scene with reverence, and imagined the site hundreds of years 

earlier when Native Americans would visit and seek the awe-inspiring wonder of what 

they surely considered a spectacular setting in their natural world. Brit’s mind was 

momentarily cleansed of all worldly care, and all thoughts of silver shadows, gold mines 

and break-ins were washed from her mind as if by a purging bath in the waters of the 

long veil that appeared to drop straight out of the heavens.  

“Let’s go up to the bridge,” Joe shouted, breaking the spell.  

The boys took off like hounds, leaving the others far behind within mere seconds. 

Brit walked slowly with her family toward the large rustic gift shop, but avoided it and 

headed up the steps. They climbed and curved around the trails until they finally came to 

the bridge, where Jordan and Joe were just returning from the far side.  

“Want to hike to the top?” Jordan shouted over the pounding waters of the falls, 

challenging everyone within earshot.  

Dad looked up toward the very top of the falls and said, “Nope. This is close 

enough for me.” Brit was relieved to hear him say it, because there was no way she was 

going to climb those mountain goat trails leading up into the trees and brush. Jordan 

looked at Joe, and they both shrugged and ran off the bridge and back in the direction of 

the gift shop far below.  
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Brit walked back down to the gift shop and bought a tall print of the waterfall, 

rolling it and tucking it under her arm as she strolled around the grounds enjoying the 

sights. She noticed that spray from the falls was drifting into her face and checked the 

print, only to find it was getting a little wet too. She told Mom she was going to the car to 

put the print in the back for safekeeping. She walked through the tunnel under the 

highway and stopped on the far side as a short line of cars passed in front of her heading 

toward the highway entrance.  

Brit saw their white SUV in the corner where they’d parked it, and ambled toward 

it thinking about where her poster might rest safest inside. As she approached she stopped 

and looked at it for a moment wondering if she had chosen the wrong white SUV. It was 

moving a little, as if someone were inside. How can that be? she wondered, recalling that 

everyone was on the other side of the highway at the falls. She moved toward the vehicle 

cautiously, wondering what could possibly be going on inside.  

Just then she saw a head bobbing up and down in the back, as if a man were 

looking for something. She narrowed her eyes and lowered her brow, charging around the 

back of the SUV. As she rounded to the driver’s side she could see that both of the doors 

were open, and a man’s legs were showing beneath the driver’s door, as he leaned into 

the vehicle. She was livid. She grabbed the door in her hands and flung it shut as hard as 

she could, hearing a scream from the man. In an instant he disappeared inside and both 

men jumped out the other side and ran. Brit was stunned at how quickly both men had 

escaped the vehicle, and all she could see through the windows was a blur of them 

running at full speed toward a line of parked cars on the other side. Brit instantly ran 
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around the back of the vehicle and headed in the same direction, but stopped short as the 

silver sedan came squealing around the corner and stopped for only an instant while the 

men opened the doors and slipped in. The tires squealed again as the car left a cloud of 

smoke rising to obscure its exit around the parked cars. Brit watched as the silver sedan 

made brief appearances through the parked cars as it sped toward the highway entrance. 

It was gone in seconds.   



 

Chapter Fifteen — Prehistoric Monsters 
 

 

Broken glass lay on the black pavement like scattered puzzle pieces. As she came 

around the SUV again Brit could see that the window where she normally sat was 

shattered. Most of the glass was missing, except for some sharp shards on the bottom 

near the door panel, which were held in place by plastic film sticking out from the jagged 

edges. Her mind raced with questions about what she had just witnessed.  

Brit reached for her phone and called her dad, telling him everything. He said they 

would all be right there, but asked her to call the police and report the crime while he was 

rushing to her. She immediately dialed 9-1-1 and reported everything, describing the car 

to the operator.  

“Was it them?” Angie asked as she rushed up to Brit.  

Dad seemed preoccupied with the damage. Mom was uncommonly calm, under 

the circumstances, and put her arm around Angie.  

“What the—” Jordan began to say as he rounded the corner of the SUV. 

He was interrupted by Joe who asked, “Was it who?”  

Dad looked through the broken window and tried to see what was affected inside 

the vehicle.  

“I’m not sure what they were after,” he said.  

“Was there anything of value in the car?”  

“Brit’s camera and my tablet are in there,” Mom said. 



BRIT AXTON: A Golden Legacy 
By James Thompson and Brigitte Thompson 

131	
	

	
“No, I took my camera,” Brit said, raising it for Mom to see. 

“How about my tablet, is it still there? I keep it in the door panel.”  

“So why isn’t the alarm going off?” Dad questioned, not listening closely to his 

wife’s response. “It should be honking like crazy right now.” Dad put his hand inside the 

front tail of his polo shirt and grabbed the driver’s door handle with it as with a glove, 

and opened the door carefully. More glass fell to the ground as the door swung open 

slowly, and Dad looked around inside, careful not to touch anything.  

“I can’t see your tablet from here,” he said. He left the door opened and went 

around and opened the front passenger door with the same caution. He looked down, then 

bent over like he was searching for something. “Nope. I can’t see it,” he said.  

Mom looked anxious. “I had a lot of photos and emails on there.”  

Brit wrinkled her nose sideways, realizing instantly why someone in a silver 

sedan would steal the tablet.  

Dad walked to the tailgate and clicked the button to raise it. He checked the 

contents of the back, then went around the SUV and opened the remaining doors without 

touching the handles with his bare fingers.  

“They rifled through everything—that’s clear,” Dad said.  

“What do you think they were after?” Mom asked. 

“Who are they?!” Jordan and Joe asked in concert, exasperated that everyone else 

seemed to know something they didn’t. 

“I’ll tell you in a minute,” Dad said, returning his attention to Mom. “They were 

looking for something specific,” he said. 

“How would they even know we were here?” Mom asked, becoming visibly 
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upset.  

“I don’t know,” Dad said quietly. “I guess that was them we saw in town, and 

they picked us up somewhere along the way.”  

“Yeah, I thought it was them we passed,” Brit said. 

“Passed who!?” Joe barked. 

“You remember—Silver Shadow,” Angie said.  

The boys looked at each other, then Jordan said, “You mean we were robbed by 

rich people in a Rolls Royce?”  

Angie suppressed a chuckle flashing blue lights from the end of the parking lot 

suddenly came into view attracting their attention. A state police cruiser was entering the 

lot from the highway, and Mom remarked, “Gee, that was fast.” 

Dad raised his hand and signaled to the trooper as he drove toward them, and as 

the family watched the cruiser Brit suddenly got an idea.  

“Dad!” she shouted, causing him and Mom to both jump. 

“What?!” he said, rattled by her verbal assault.  

“The tablet. We can trace its location. Just like when Mom left it at the store that 

time; it has built-in tracking.” Dad’s eyes widened as the picture became clear.  

Brit flipped through the apps on her phone until she found locator app. She 

quickly typed in the password and waited while the locator came up. She clicked on 

Mom’s tablet and waited again.  

“There it is!” she said. “It’s east of here, up the river, still moving.”  

The police officer got out of his car carrying a clipboard and approached the 
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family. Dad took thirty seconds to tell him what they had found when they came back to 

the car and what Brit had just discovered using her locator app. The officer had an 

impressed look on his face as he looked at the screen on Brit’s phone.  

“So can you tell exactly where it is with this?” he asked.  

Brit took a second to reverse pinch the screen with an outward motion, zooming 

in on the location. “Says here—it’s upriver at the Oxbow Fish Hatchery.”  

The officer looked at the screen again, and nodded his head. He reached for the 

microphone attached to his shoulder strap and called in the location of the stolen device, 

requesting that another unit be dispatched to that location immediately. He received a 

“Ten-four” from the operator and returned his attention to the screen.  

Brit had zoomed in as far as she could, and they watched as the pulsing blue dot 

moved slowly into a green patch with lines through it on the map.  

Mom was nervous, and asked, “What if we don’t get it back? I don’t want 

strangers to have our personal photos and address, and the contact information for all of 

our friends.”  

Brit thought for a second, then said, “Well, we can push this button and wipe out 

all of the data in the tablet if you want.” Mom hesitated for a second, and Brit said, “It’s 

all backed up automatically to the cloud, so we can just download it whenever you want.”  

“You can do all of that from here?” the officer asked. “You seem to have better 

crime fighting gear than we do.”  

Brit smiled and returned her focus to the screen. She turned it toward the officer 

and they watched for a few more seconds, then Mom said, “Alright, go ahead and wipe 

the tablet clean.”  
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Suddenly the blue blip on the screen disappeared. It just stopped. “Hey,” Brit said. 

“Where is it? It was blinking, then it just vanished.”  

“What does that mean?” the officer asked. 

“I’m not sure,” Brit replied. “It’s as though it just went—dead.”  

The radio the officer was carrying crackled to life and he held the mic and 

engaged another officer in conversation, guiding her to the parking lot of the Oxbow Fish 

Hatchery. The family stood around and listened intently as the female voice reported 

what she was seeing on the other end. She walked across a parking area and along a 

pathway until she reached fish ladders—manmade ponds where baby fish are grown until 

they can be released into the streams and rivers. She reported that she could find nothing.  

The men looked disappointed, causing everyone’s hopes to fall.  

Brit thought a minute, then said, “Ask her if there is a silver sedan with dark 

tinted windows in the parking lot.”  

“Do you have some idea of who is doing this?” the officer asked.  

“Yes,” Dad said. “My daughter has seen a suspicious silver sedan with dark tinted 

windows a few times before—and when she chased off the men who were in our car, she 

saw them jump into it and drive away.”  

The officer looked at them for a second, then cued his mic and asked the other 

officer about the silver sedan.  

“Not now,” the female voice crackled over the small speaker, “but I did see a car 

answering that description exiting the lot as I entered.”  

“Which way was it heading?” the officer asked.  
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“Can’t say,” the disembodied voice replied. “Just noticed the dark tinted windows 

as I passed. Barely legal.”  

For the next twenty minutes Brit and Dad explained all of the circumstances of 

the break-in to the officer, including the possibly related break-ins in Brookings, still 

within the Oregon State Police Department’s jurisdiction, although the two locations 

couldn’t be farther apart. When the glass was cleared away and the report completed, the 

trooper wished the family luck and insisted that they call the state police immediately if 

there was any further sign of criminal activity. Dad assured him they would.  

A few remaining shards of shattered safety glass remained on the floor mat where 

Brit normally sat in the SUV, and she reached in and picked up the entire mat and carried 

it to a garbage can in the corner of the parking lot and dumped it. She returned and put it 

back into place and Dad started the car and pulled out.  

“Let’s go to the hatchery,” Brit insisted, wishing she could have provided better 

descriptions of the men. The backs of their heads was all she had seen, and the rear 

license plate of the vehicle had been in her view for less than a second, so all she saw was 

a jumble of numbers and letters on an Oregon plate.  

The SUV pulled onto the Columbia River Highway heading upriver. They all 

discussed the events of the day as they drove the few miles to the hatchery, and Brit 

described the men again, the best she could. They both seemed a little short, and a little 

on the dumpy side for being so quick. One had thick dark hair, and the other one had 

thinning dark hair. Not very helpful.  

As Dad pulled the car off the highway and into the hatchery’s parking lot Brit 

watched the exit side of the entryway, envisioning the silver sedan with its dark windows 
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sitting there, waiting to exit and speed off.  

They parked and got out of the SUV and began walking toward the fishery 

station. Brit heard the chirp of the security system as Dad locked it. She shot him a glance 

that asked, ‘Why bother?’ seeing that it had no window in her door.  

“Habit,” Dad said.  

Brit tried to reconstruct the blue blip on her phone screen with the terrain they 

were seeing. She got the feeling that it went along a paved path that she saw winding 

around the main hatchery. They all walked along until they came to some large pools in 

the ground. Brit read the sign and asked Dad, “What’s that?”  

“Sturgeon,” he replied. “It’s a prehistoric fish. Dinosaurs, actually.”  

Everyone excitedly gathered around the largest of the ponds and looked into the 

murky water.  

“Dinosaurs?” Joe questioned.  

As the words left his mouth a great fish rolled on the top of the pond and 

everyone jumped back. Its back and flanks were filled with long rows of sharp spines, 

and the fish must have been 12 feet long.  

“Yes, dinosaurs,” Jordan retorted, recapturing his composure and moving closer 

to the water.  

“These things get up to twenty feet long, and weigh upwards of two-thousand 

pounds,” Dad said. “When I was a kid we heard rumors of a grand-daddy out in the 

Columbia that reached over twenty-five feet.”  

The boys retreated a couple of steps from the water’s edge as their uncle revealed 



BRIT AXTON: A Golden Legacy 
By James Thompson and Brigitte Thompson 

137	
	

	
this information. Brit moved closer and focused attentively on something she saw 

glimmering on the bottom of the pond. It was hard to make it out through the clouded 

water. She got an idea and turned on her camera and zoomed in on the glinting object at 

the bottom and snapped several photos as the water moved and the visibility changed 

with each minor disturbance.  

Checking the results on the viewer display, Brit found a shot that was fairly clear. 

She zoomed in on it and the picture became rather sharp.  

Showing the shot to her father, he remarked, “It’s bent in half.”  

“Yeah,” Brit agreed. 

Mom moved closer and looked at the camera panel. “Why would they steal the 

tablet only to bend it in half and throw it in the pond with those prehistoric monsters?” 

she asked in confusion.  

“I’m not sure,” Dad said.  

“Not unless—” Brit said, stopping to think about how to say it without scaring her 

mom, “unless they thought there was something on it that they wanted to destroy.”  

Mom and Dad looked at each other.  

Then Dad said, “Why would they think there was something on it to destroy?”  

“I’m not sure,” Brit said. “It looked like they went through the entire car looking 

for something. Maybe they were looking for any computers that we might have put 

copies of the documents on. The only thing they found was the tablet, because we had our 

phones and camera with us. They didn’t want to keep it, because it could be tracked, and 

they didn’t want us to be able to get the information off of it. Breaking it and throwing it 

in water where we wouldn’t be able to get it back accomplished everything they wanted.”  
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“But what made them think we have copies of damaging documents?” Mom 

asked.  

Dad and Brit looked at each other, working on the problem at the same time. Dad 

finally said, “There’s no way they could have known anything about what we were doing 

when you found those documents in Bea’s old house. I’m sure they haven’t had a guard 

posted at the house since Bea died. And that means they didn’t know anything until you 

went to the Pilot newspaper office.”  

“So how would they know we might have copies of those documents on our 

devices?” Mom asked again.  

After thinking about the possibilities Brit finally said, “All I can think of is that 

they are listening. Probably at Serena’s house. Maybe they planted a listening device and 

Serena or Jake have discussed finding the documents, and me taking copies of them.”  

Dad thought about that, and shook his head slowly, saying, “I don’t know. That 

seems pretty far out there.”  

“Well, what is it you always say? ‘I’m not paranoid—they really are out to get 

me?’”  

Dad smiled. 

Brit thought, then said, “The fact is that they came looking for us. And when they 

found us, they took the only portable computer they could find and destroyed it. There’s 

really just one reason they would do that. I can’t think of another explanation. Whoever 

broke into our car and stole Mom’s tablet did it to destroy digital data. There’s no other 

reason to do that—anyone else who broke in and stole a tablet would have kept it or sold 
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it. The guys in that silver car were after data. Not to see it, but to destroy it. I think that’s 

clear.”  

Dad was hard-pressed to come up with another explanation, and he nodded his 

agreement.  

“Well, there’s no reason to stay here,” he said. “We need to make sure that tablet 

gets taken out of the pond. We don’t want the sturgeon to get hurt from whatever might 

leach out into their habitat. Someone’s got to go in and get the tablet out of there.” 

Turning toward Joe and Jordan he said, “Joe, you’re up,” and turned to walk on the path 

back toward the parking lot.  

Joe stood frozen beside the pond, his mouth gaping and his eyes opened twice 

their normal size.  

Dad stopped after a few steps and turned back and said, “Just kidding. We’ll 

notify the rangers, or fishery agents, whoever they are.”  

Joe let out a sigh and closed his eyes. Dad went back and put his arm around him 

and started walking the family back toward the car.  

 



 

Chapter Sixteen — A Good Policy 
 

 

On the drive back to Portland Brit called Aunt Karen to warn her about the day’s 

events, in case some creepy guys showed up with an excuse for going into her house. She 

also called the state trooper who had taken their break-in report at Multnomah Falls and 

told him where they had found Mom’s tablet. At first he had no idea why thieves would 

bother to break into a car only to break an expensive computer in half and throw it into a 

sturgeon pond. When Brit reminded him about the documents she had mentioned during 

the interview, it all started to become clear to him as well. Brit promised to email him 

copies of all of the documents and he said he would start a case and turn it over to state 

police detectives, and to expect a follow up call when the case was assigned.  

Brit called Serena next, and brought her up to speed with the day’s developments. 

When she suggested that Serena’s house may be bugged, Serena wouldn’t speak again 

until she had made her way outside and up into the tree house. “What?” she finally asked. 

“Do you really think they are listening to us in the house?”  

“It’s the only thing I can think of,” Brit said. “How else would anyone know that 

we found those documents, and that I took copies of them? They probably didn’t know 

which device I had with me when we did it, and assumed it may have been the tablet 

when they saw it in the car.”  

Serena thought about it for a minute, then had to agree it was the most logical 

explanation for the tablet being broken and discarded.  
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“I’m sorry about all of this trouble,” Brit said. “It’s worse, because I think the 

state police might want to come by and get your statements. I know that your 

grandmother wasn’t very keen on having the police come.”  

“Yeah, but if someone has bugged our house and is listening to our conversations, 

I’m sure she’d want to know.”  

“Okay. I’ll keep you updated, as soon as I know anything else,” Brit assured her. 

“Oh. Before you go—have you found the map?” Serena asked. 

“No,” Brit replied. “I haven’t actually had any time to look; not really. I’m going 

to insist that we go to Aunt Karen’s this evening though, and I’m going to keep looking 

until I find it.” They dropped Jordan and Joe off at Aunt Karen’s house with a promise to 

return in an hour to go out for dinner, then drove a few minutes to the hotel and went up 

to their room. Dad seemed anxious as they walked down the hallway toward their room, 

and Brit asked why.  

“I don’t know. It seems to me like anyone who would go to the trouble of 

breaking into Serena’s grandmother’s house, leaving a bug and monitoring their 

conversations, and following us to Portland and breaking into our car, all to do damage-

control on old documents you found in Bea’s house, might not be satisfied that they had 

it all cleaned up yet. In fact, your phone and my laptop actually have those documents on 

them,” he whispered this last part, “and I wonder if we’re done with these guys.”  

Brit looked at the door of their hotel room as Dad pulled out the card key and 

inserted it in the lock. The light turned green and Dad pushed the door open. They all 

entered cautiously and looked around, seeing nothing unusual or out of place. Dad went 

straight for the closet where he kept his laptop in its black carrying case. He always put it 
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up beside the extra blankets, where it was out of sight to anyone who happened to enter to 

change the sheets. He stood on his toes and reached up to the right, feeling around. He 

moved the blankets and felt around some more. Brit and Mom became concerned, and 

watched as he hurriedly removed the stack of blankets and dropped them to the floor. 

There was no computer case.  

Dad looked upset, which was not surprising. Brit wanted to say something, but it 

didn’t seem like a good time. They all watched as Dad looked around the rest of the 

room, although only half-heartedly. He knew where he kept the computer.  

The four of them went to the reception desk and Dad informed them that his 

computer had been stolen from his room. He gave them the card the state trooper had 

given him, and told them to make a copy and to expect a visit from a detective—who 

would probably want to question staff and see any surveillance videos they had. The two 

young women behind the desk seemed genuinely surprised and concerned that a burglary 

had occurred in the hotel—something that obviously didn’t happen often.  

Walking back to their room Dad talked about losing a little data, but not much, 

because everything had been backed up on the external hard drive at home before they 

left. After what they had done to Mom’s tablet, he was heartsick to think what they had 

most likely done to his computer. Brit quickly suggested that both computers were 

probably insured, either through their auto insurance or homeowner’s policy.  

“Now that you mention it,” Dad said, “I do recall that when I was just newly out 

on my own, I accidentally put a pool ball through Aunt Vida’s patio door, and was 

surprised when someone suggested my own homeowner’s insurance would replace the 
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smashed glass. I was surprised that they did. So maybe it’s not a total loss,” he said, 

already dreaming of the new model he’d seen at the computer store.  

They gathered everything from their room that they didn’t want to lose while they 

were away at Aunt Karen’s house, and got in the SUV and drove the short distance to her 

house. Dad called the state police officer to report the new break-in and the officer said 

he would have a trooper go the hotel and gather evidence, and have the detective in 

charge call him back soon.  

At Aunt Karen’s house Brit recounted everything for her aunt, only to find out 

that Joe and Jordan had pretty much covered it all. Mom added the theft at their hotel to 

the story. 

Dad said, “I need to figure out a way to patch up the hole in the door where Brit 

sits—well enough to get us home where I can have the glass replaced.” 

Brit said, “Okay—everyone else, out into the garage. Many hands make light 

work.” She herded all of her relatives into the garage and assigned sections for each of 

them to go through. The began the task and within 25 minutes Brit heard Angie yell, “I 

think I have it.”  

Everyone stopped working and rushed over to Angie, who held up her prize like 

an Olympic torch. There in her hand was the prize. It was as Grandma and others had 

described it—rectangular, with faded olive green, scratched and worn paint. It had a 

metal latch on the front and a small, steel handle on the top.  

Angie handed it straight to Brit, and Brit opened it immediately. She quickly 

thumbed through a small stack of papers, and took a few out to look at them, then put 

them back inside and said, “Let’s take it inside so Dad can identify some of it. 
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The crew rushed out of the garage and hurried toward the house, heading around 

the corner toward the front door. Joe had burst into the house with the news ahead of 

everyone else, so Dad was already at the door.  

“We have it,” Brit said. “Angie found it in the middle of a box of —” 

“Old kitchen stuff,” Angie finished telling her own story. 

Brit walked inside with the metal box and opened the lid again, as everyone 

gathered around. She carefully lifted out the papers, pulling them out one at a time. 

Indeed, there were original birth certificates for Dad and his siblings, and a yellowed 

enveloped with faded blue writing that said “Social Sec. #s.”  

She dug deeper and deeper until he finally came to a large, folded paper that was 

obviously very old. She set the box down and began to unfold the paper, until it was 

about three feet wide and almost as tall.  

Everyone pulled in tighter and started to chatter about the writing on the paper.  

“Yep, it’s a map,” Dad confirmed, drawing Awes from everyone gathered tightly 

around. They all looked it over as rapidly as possible, trying to see what secrets the old 

map contained.  

“Here’s the handwriting Grandma talked about,” Brit pointed out excitedly. She 

turned her head so she could read it better. “‘I hereby give, gift, grant, convey and 

bequeath this gold mine and all of its contents to William and Naomi Axton.’ It’s signed, 

‘Beatrice Hastings Collins.’”  

There it was. It was exactly as Grandma and Aunt Wanda had recalled, written by 

Bea fifty years earlier. Brit’s adrenaline levels were high and pumping restless energy 
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through her entire body, causing a buzzing in her ears. In this week she had ridden a 

roller coaster of emotions as a result of her grandmother’s dream. Her entire life since 

then had been planned around this very moment, and now the map with the handwritten 

gift was sitting here in her hands, proclaiming to the world that Bea had given a gold 

mine to her grandparents. She was half way there. The Kidz Clinic was almost saved. 

“What does that say?” Angie asked, pointing to the lower portion of the map 

where additional handwriting had been added.  

Brit tried to focus but Dad pulled the corner of the map closer so he could read it.  

“It’s smaller writing,” he said, “but it looks like the same hand.” He read it 

silently, then began to speak the words. “‘Our treasure lies over the gold arches.’”  

All present became quiet as they wondered about its meaning.  

“She left Grandma a McDonald’s restaurant?” Joe said. Everyone looked 

surprised, and their faces were frozen. Then thinking another moment, Joe added, “We’re 

rich!”  

Everyone laughed.  

“Maybe several McDonalds’s,” Jordan added wiggling his eyebrows, causing 

everyone to laugh louder.  

Brit scrunched her mouth sideways, wondering what Bea had meant by adding 

this inscription. Gold arches. It was a gold mine, so it wasn’t surprising that she had said 

gold arches. She just had no idea what the context was.  

“Where is the mine located?” Angie asked.  

“I’ve been trying to make it out,” Brit said above the chatter of the family 

excitedly talking about the discovery. She moved in closer, edging Jordan out of his 
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prime location next to Dad. “It lays out the mine very nicely, showing the two main 

shafts, winding back, and a cross-cut tunnel here connecting the two near the middle like 

a big letter H,” she said, running her finger along the drawing. “The mine looks like it 

goes in hundreds of feet—both shafts. But where it’s located relative to Phoenix, I see 

this notation that it’s approximately forty miles southwest of Wickenburg, Arizona.  

“Wickenburg,” Angie said, her eyes darting across the map.  

“We studied that for about five minutes in Arizona History in fourth grade,” Brit 

said. “That’s where a big gold mine was dug out. There were millions and millions of 

dollars that came out of that mine.” She already had her phone out and looking up the 

amount. “Okay, it says, ‘Henry Wickenburg came to the area in search of gold. He was 

rewarded with the discovery of Vulture Mine, where over thirty-million dollars in gold 

was found . . .’ Yep, over thirty million came out of Wickenburg, and that was in the 

eighteen-sixties, during the Civil War. That was a lot of money back then.”  

Dad suddenly became very focused on the map. After studying it for another 

minute, he went to Aunt Karen’s computer on a small table located in the corner of the 

living room and quickly got up a map of the Wickenburg, Arizona region. Brit followed 

him to the computer. He carefully plotted out forty miles southwest of the city center. 

After zooming in on the area as closely as he could and looking around, he finally said, 

“Well, if it’s there, I can’t see it from the air. I guess the mapping cars haven’t driven past 

it in the desert yet.” 

Brit looked at the screen and at the possible places where a mining operation may 

have been decades earlier. “If it had been closed for some time already in the mid-sixties, 
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it may have been seventy or eighty years ago when they closed it,” she said aloud. Dad 

nodded in agreement. She looked closely, and added, “I’m not sure if those are roads or 

trails, or nothing at all going out around those hills. I wonder how we can get out there.”  

“So even after everything that’s happened, you’re still planning on going out to 

look for Bea’s gold mine?” Dad asked.  

“Of course,” she said.  

“Me too,” he said, turning to walk back to the others who were still chattering 

about the map and the gold mine. 



 

Chapter Seventeen — Where There’s Smoke 
 

 

Brit’s family decided to hang out with Aunt Karen for an hour or so, then drive 

back to their hotel where they would remain until around two in the morning. At that time 

they would slip out to their car and drive away into the night, taking a route to Phoenix 

they hoped would seem less than obvious to anyone who might be paying attention. Brit 

snapped photos of the map with her phone and emailed them to her online email 

account—just in case something happened—again. With everything that had occurred 

since she’d walked into the Pilot Newspaper office, there was no way they could relax 

and enjoy their vacation. It was time to go home—or back to Arizona, anyway.  

Dad warned Aunt Karen, “Keep an eye open for lurking cars or shady people, just 

in case someone might think the map or some other documents might be here. I’m afraid 

that our very presence here may have drawn unwanted attention.” He reached into his 

pocket and gave her the contact information of the state police officer who had been 

gathering evidence for the detective that would soon be assigned to the matter. They 

would investigate the series of crimes that had been committed against Brit’s family and 

Serena’s grandmother. 

Brit thought of the mess they had left out in Aunt Karen’s garage and told Dad 

she would clean it up a little while they got something to eat. He agreed and the family 

left for the hotel. Brit talked with Aunt Karen and her children for a few minutes, and 

noticed it was getting pretty dark out.  
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“I’m going to go straighten up before they get back. They’ll probably be here in 

fifteen or twenty minutes.”  

Aunt Karen shook her head and said, “That’s not necessary. You just relax, and 

spend a little time with your pretty aunt.”  

Brit smiled and said, “I guess that makes Aunt Wanda the not so pretty aunt?”  

They laughed, and Brit said, “I have a plan how to get the majority of it put back into 

place with a small of amount of effort. Let me give it a try. Ten minutes. That’s all.” 

She excused herself and went out the front door as Joe and Jordan called to her 

that they would be out in five minutes to help. She made her way around the end of the 

house and began the short walk to the detached garage. The door was open and the lights 

were still on, giving Brit a feeling of relief, but she wondered if anyone would have 

remembered to lock up that night if she hadn’t decided to stay behind and straighten 

things up inside.  

She walked past Jordan’s car and ran her hand along the front fender looking 

inside at the engine. It looked like it was put back together, but the heavy smell of 

gasoline in the air made her think that Jordan had made a mess the last time he worked on 

it. There was no way he should drive a car that smelled so heavily of gas. She had a look 

at the fuel lines and they seemed brand new, and there was no sign of gas spilled on the 

engine. She stopped and looked around to see if Jordan had left a container of fuel open, 

or perhaps had some gasoline in a bowl to clean parts. She couldn’t see anything, but the 

smell was overwhelming.  

A noise suddenly startled Brit and she froze, cocking an ear in the direction of the 

far end of the garage. It was well lit inside, so she quickly scanned the garage and storage 
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area for anything large enough to make such a noise. Seeing nothing she listened 

carefully, now hearing a whooshing sound coming from the back corner. She looked but 

could see nothing. She started to walk back toward the source of the sounds, but was now 

startled by the sound of footsteps moving quickly behind her at the garage door. She spun 

around and caught a glimpse of a short man slamming the door hard to the ground, then 

heard him running down the driveway.  

Then it hit her—smoke! The first smells of it struck her nostrils like a hammer. 

She hurried to open the door, but it was jammed. “He must have slammed it too hard,” 

she said as she bent down and tried to twist the handle. It didn’t budge. She felt around it 

for a lock, and found a button and tried to push it then slide it. It moved sideways, but she 

still couldn’t turn the handle and open the door. The impact had jammed the mechanism.  

Smoke was starting to make her eyes water, and her mind was racing with 

thoughts of how to get out of the burning building before she passed out from the smoke. 

She looked around and saw a broom against the wall. She ran over and grabbed it, then 

lodged it under the garage door handle from the side and used it as a lever to pry the door 

up. It provided her with good lift, but the wooden broom handle gave before the door did, 

snapping in two sections in her hands. She took her phone out of her pocket and called 

Aunt Karen. As soon as she heard the “Hello,” she shouted, “The garage is on fire, and 

I’m stuck inside!”  

She shoved the phone into her pocket and frantically looked around the smoke-

filled garage, trying to find anything that could serve as a lever to pry the door. She ran to 

the far side of the derelict car and looked from side to side, starting to cough as her eyes 
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stung and watered. She squinted, and spotted a crowbar lying under an old tire. It was 

strong enough, but was it long enough? She threw the tire aside and grabbed the crowbar 

and ran back to the garage door, wedging the iron bar directly under the door. She lifted, 

and the bottom started to bend up, but the door wouldn’t lift. She was becoming 

desperate to open it, but she just couldn’t raise it. Just then she heard Joe and Jordan 

shouting on the other side, “Open the door!” 

“I’m trying!” she shouted back, nearly panicking by now, but relieved she had 

someone else to help. She heard banging on the door, and could see that the boys were 

working on the handle at the bottom. She doubted that it would help. It seemed that the 

handle wasn’t the problem at this point. She blinked hard, squeezing as much smoke from 

her eyes as she could with her tears, and looked at the locking mechanism. It was 

controlled by the handle, but there were flat bars that went out from the handle and out to 

the sides of the door. She traced one to the edge and saw that it poked through a hole in 

the metal doorjamb on the side. Just then she heard a loud impact and saw the handle fall 

off and hang from the door. She wedged the crowbar through the hole in the doorjamb 

and forced the flat locking rod back through the jamb. The entire mechanism snapped 

back out of the jamb on both sides of the door. She immediately reached down to raise it 

for her escape. As she lifted the boys were lifting on the other side. 

Her face was hit with a blast of fresh air and although her eyes were forced 

closed, she knew to step forward and take a deep breath. 

“We got it open!” 

“We saved her!” The boys were shouting, and they grabbed Brit and danced her 

around, not noticing she was blinded by smoke and choking for breath. 
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She leaned over and put her hands on her knees, gasping for breath.  

“Yes,” she finally wheezed. “Thank you. Thank you for saving me.” 

The heat was becoming intense by this time and the noise of a fire roaring through 

an open building was more than any of them had expected. The screaming sirens were 

very close now and Brit thought the fire trucks would appear in the driveway any second. 

Aunt Karen was out at the edge of the property, looking up the road, waving her arms. 

Brit looked back into the inferno and saw a small fire dancing on the top of Jordan’s 

engine. Within a few seconds it burst into a large flame with a loud pop, and quickly 

engulfed the engine compartment. Brit blinked and recoiled for a moment, watching as 

the flames spread faster until the entire car was burning. She moved farther back to avoid 

the heat radiating from the open garage door pulling on the sleeves of Jordan and Joe to 

follow her.  

“That would’ve been me right now.” 

The first fire truck appeared in the driveway and men with heavy yellow uniforms 

and black helmets jumped out, and some ran toward the garage with extinguishers while 

others began unwinding hoses from the back of the truck.  

“Is anyone in there?” a man’s voice barked from behind.  

Brit and the boys whipped around and saw a man with a red mustache under a 

yellow helmet waiting for a reply.  

“No. No one’s in there now,” Brit said.  

“Okay. Good,” the man said and held a walkie-talkie up to his mouth and pressing 

the button with his thumb said, “It’s clear.”  
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Brit’s phone rang from her pocket so she pulled it out and saw “Dad” on the 

screen.  

Dad’s voice was panicked as he asked what was going on. “We heard the sirens—

we’re on our way back to Aunt Karen’s, and we heard sirens, and we’re trying to turn 

onto Aunt Karen’s road, and it’s blocked with fire trucks. Are you all right?”  

* * *  

As the last emergency vehicle pulled away up the street and with all of their 

statements taken by police, the family walked inside and sat around Aunt Karen’s kitchen 

table. They were all exhausted. Aunt Karen and Dad decided to make some breakfast for 

everyone, and started taking a straw poll to see what they should prepare.  

Brit had spent the very early morning hours exchanging texts and emails with 

Serena, who announced that she would be headed for Tucson the next day. A state police 

trooper had been by their house to interview them just an hour earlier, “before daylight,” 

and Serena’s grandmother decided the children might not be safe there at this time. Brit 

apologized again, but Serena was very gracious about it. “Are you kidding? This is 

turning out to be our best vacation in Brookings ever. We normally have to invent 

excitement, but since I met you, things have been nothing but exciting. Lets get together 

as soon as we’re back in Arizona.”  

* * *  

The plastic in her window flapped as the SUV raced through the darkened forests 

of Eastern Oregon, keeping Brit from sleeping. She peered out the window into the 

spooky pitch-black forests and was happy to be inside her warm, comfy SUV. There was 

a thought that nagged at her, and she couldn’t get it to go away. The truth was that 
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anyone capable of breaking into Serena’s grandma’s house and their hotel room without 

leaving a clue they had been there was certainly able to find her family’s address in 

Queen Creek. They had also proved themselves to be ruthless—willing to kill if 

necessary. Although the Oregon State Police Department was on the case, Brit wondered 

how well they would be able to protect her family in Arizona. She thought for a moment 

about who would be the best law enforcement agency in Arizona to contact, to give them 

a heads up what had been happening to the family.  

“Dad,” Brit said quietly. 

“Yeah, Sweetie.”  

“I’ve been thinking about what might happen after we get back to Arizona.” She 

looked over at Angie to make sure she was sleeping. “The Hastings cousins, or whoever 

is giving us trouble, will know who we are and where we live, right?”  

“Yes, I’ve been thinking the same thing, and wondering what steps we should 

take to ensure we’re protected.”  

“Me too. So I was wondering which law enforcement agency would be best to get 

hooked up with the Oregon police, and make sure they’re looking after us.”  

“Well, we live in Queen Creek, and although we’re part of the southeast valley of 

towns around Phoenix, Queen Creek doesn’t have a city police department. That’s 

handled by Maricopa County. Sheriff Joe doesn’t take guff off of anybody. They’re the 

ones with jurisdiction in our area.”  

Sheriff Joe. She’d heard of him. Bad guys hate him and parents in the 

neighborhoods love him. She thought of news coverage she had seen where he makes 
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county jail inmates wear pink underwear under their prison stripes and laughed at the 

thought. “Oh yeah,” she said. “I’ve seen him—on TV. Is it okay with you if I contact him 

and tell him what’s been going on?”  

Dad chuckled, then said, “I’m not sure if you’ll be able to contact him 

personally—Maricopa County is a very large area with the city of Phoenix right in the 

middle, and he heads a really big Sheriff’s Department. He probably has thousands of 

people who work for him. But hey, try to go right to the top if you can. Do me a favor—

let me read anything you write to the Sheriff’s Department before you send it.”  

 



 

Chapter Eighteen — Golden Arches 
 

 

The room swirled around her head as she looked around and slowly came to part 

consciousness. Brit had tried to sleep as much as possible as Mom and Dad had taken 

turns driving the SUV, but her thoughts nagged at her constantly as she wondered about 

Bea, her family, the Clinic, and the things that had happened to them in Oregon. By the 

time they pulled the SUV up to the dock, her head was filled with the familiar numb 

buzzing that she got from sleep deprivation. She’d pulled her bag behind her and carried 

it to her room, collapsing on the bed and falling instantly into a dark cavern of sleep. 

Now she was looking at that same bed, wondering how long she’d been here. She still 

smelled like smoke. As she looked around she could see it was barely light out, and she 

didn’t know if the sun was rising or setting. Brit reached for her phone lying sideways on 

the bed beyond her pillow and pulled it to her, trying to focus her blurring eyes on the 

screen. She pushed the button and it said 8:45 PM. Setting.  

She looked at the screen and selected the text messages button and found a few 

from friends, but went directly to the two from Savannah and Serena. Savannah was still 

hurting, and they weren’t sure about her leg. They were pumping her full of antibiotics to 

fight the infection. Brit sighed with anxiety.  

Serena said she was already back in Tucson and asking if they could get together 

soon. There was suddenly another ding and she could see an email with the subject 

“Maricopa County Sheriff’s Office,” and clicked on it. “Dear Ms. Axton,” it began. She 
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read through quickly and was pleased to learn that Sheriff Joe had taken a personal 

interest in her family’s plight, and was assuring her that the resources of the Sheriff’s 

Office were at their disposal. It provided a telephone number that she could call if she felt 

anxious about any developments in the case. She quickly coded the number into her 

phone and called it “Sheriff Joe,” although she was fairly certain that Joe himself would 

not personally answer if she were to call it. It was a great relief to read the email, and she 

decided to go tell her parents about it.  

Brit’s legs felt stiff as she walked out to the small living room. She looked around 

and found Dad back in his office and shared the email with him.  

“Yes,” he said, “I actually spoke with a deputy just a half hour ago. He took all of 

the information down as I explained matters to him, and he got copies of all of the 

documents we discussed.”  

“Well that’s enough small talk,” Brit said abruptly. “When are we going out to the 

mine?”  

Dad smiled at her. “Can’t wait, huh?”  

“No. Not a minute. No time to waste. The kids at the Clinic are counting on me. 

I’m ready to go right now.” Dad looked through his office window and out onto the 

water. “Well, let’s see. It just turned dark, and it’s still one hundred and ten degrees 

outside. Are you sure you can’t wait just a few hours?”  

Brit thought about it as she looked outside. Their small manmade lake reflected 

the streetlights, and from this air-conditioned room it all looked very pleasant and 

inviting. The truth was, it was hot out there and would be dark for hours, and the early 

morning would be much better for exploring outside, especially out in the desert. Brit 
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exhaled in surrender.  

Brit texted Serena and told her they were going out to Wickenburg first thing in 

the morning—“before daybreak” she emphasized. Then she got the map from the kitchen 

table and studied it in great detail.  

An incoming text from Savannah called her back to her real world and Brit 

promised she would be right over to her room to bring her up to date on everything that 

had happened since their last phone conversation.  

* * *  

The ding of an incoming text message startled Brit and she roused from sleep. She 

looked at the window and saw it was still dark, then at her phone. It was 5:00 a.m. Her 

nightlight provided a faint glow in the room. She went to ‘texts’ on her phone and the one 

from Serena said, “We’re here!”  

It took only a few seconds for Brit to put the fuzzy world around her into focus, 

and her eyes widened as she remembered that they would be heading out to Wickenburg 

this morning. She told everyone before daybreak, so despite her grogginess, this was 

exactly what she’d wanted. She ran out through her door and down the stairs to the front 

door, and saw Serena sitting in the passenger seat of a white Nissan parked next to their 

SUV at the dock. Brit motioned for her to come in, wondering who her driver was.  

Serena got out of her door as Jake climbed out of the driver’s side. Brit smiled.  

Serena bounded to Brit and gave her a great bear hug, as Jake followed, walking 

toward the girls in typical big brother fashion. Brit looked up at him and although he 

didn’t seem too annoyed to be out at this hour—which meant he must have gotten up at 
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least two hours earlier— he looked like there were places he’d rather be. “Hey Brit,” he 

said, raising his hand to wave but cutting it short with an improvised smoothing of a 

patch of bed head.  

“Hey,” she returned, with an awkward smile.  

The trio went inside as Brit went back and gave Dad’s door a light knock. He 

answered after a minute and Brit said, “It’s time to go, Lazybum. Serena and Jake are 

here already. We’re burin’ daylight, so get a move on.”  

“What daylight?” Dad moaned from behind the door.  

Brit went into her bathroom and washed her face and brushed her hair, and 

experimented a little with some of Angie’s makeup on the counter. Glancing back in the 

mirror only partially satisfied, she returned to her room and slipped into some desert 

appropriate clothing then went out to offer Serena and Jake something to eat. They had 

eaten on the way, so Brit opened some breakfast smoothies for her and Dad and sipped 

on hers while the three of them talked around the kitchen table. Angie entered dressed as 

if they were heading to the mall, and Brit said, “You’re going with us dressed like that?”  

“Whadda ya mean?” Angie was almost hurt, looking down at herself. 

“We’re going out into the desert. Dress for it.”  

“What’s wrong with this?” Angie asked while admiring herself in the reflection of 

the darkened kitchen window. 

“Three words—,” Brit said. “Boots with heels.”  

“So”?  

Brit sighed and closed her eyes. “Okay, I’ve printed out some maps of where we 

think the mine is,” taking the top sheet off of a stack of printouts she brought with her. 
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Pointing to “Wickenburg” on the right side of the map, she traced a route to the left and 

toward the bottom of the sheet and said, “This is southwest, and this is around the forty 

mile mark.” Serena and Jake turned their heads so they could see better. “These are 

obviously hills here, although most of the land is flat desert. I think we should start here,” 

she said, pointing at the edge of one of the long elevated areas. “It seems like the logical 

place.”  

Jake frowned slightly, then asked, “Why do you think that’s a better place than 

here?” pointing to a cluster of hills a little to the left and higher.  

Brit looked at his position and said, “I really don’t. It may be there. The fact is, 

we don’t know exactly where it is, or how easy it will be to find it. The description on the 

map is—”  

“Hey, we haven’t seen Bea’s map,” Serena said. “Where is it?”  

Brit dug into her pile of printed out sheets of paper and took four and laid them 

out on the table putting them together like a puzzle. “I didn’t want to risk bringing the 

original with us, so I scanned it into my computer and printed it out into four sections.” 

With the last page in place, she said, “Here’s where Bea wrote that the mine and 

everything in it was being given to my grandparents, and here’s where she says that ‘our 

treasure lies over the gold arches.’”  

“Like McDonald’s?” Jake asked. “Maybe it’s a—”  

“No, Bea did not leave a McDonald’s franchise to my grandparents,” Brit blurted 

out in exasperation.  

“Yeah, but, you know that a lot of those restaurants make a lot—”  
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“No. It’s not a McDonald’s restaurant,” Brit said. 

“I’m just sayin’.” Jake shrugged his shoulders. 

“Yeah,” Serena added, looking squarely at Jake. 

“Bea put a McDonald’s inside the gold mine, and all they have to do is find it and 

tow it to an intersection in town, and they’ll be rich. That’s how it went down.”  

“Okay, okay,” Jake protested. “I was just thinkin’ what everybody first thinks 

when they hear golden arches—it sounds like McDonald’s.” 

“Well it’s not,” Brit said again. 

“So what does it mean?” Jake asked innocently. Brit and Serena were quiet and 

looked at each other for a moment. 

Brit finally confessed, “Well I don’t know what it means. I just know that it has 

nothing to do with McDonald’s.”  

Jake smiled at her nodding his head slightly. Despite the girls’ rebukes, his idea 

was better than any they had to offer. 

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Serena said. “just give it a rest. It’s something else, not a  

McDonald’s.”  

“Okay, it’s not a McDonald’s,” Jake said. “It’s some other kind of golden arches. 

I got it.”  

“Golden arches?” a voice came from the hallway. They turned to see that Brit’s 

dad was walking in. “Are we having breakfast at McDonald’s?”  

“No,” all three of them said at once.  



  

Chapter Nineteen — Ojos Negros 
 

 

The SUV was packed and heading east on the San Tan Freeway toward Phoenix. 

Brit admired the new window that had been replaced some time while she was sleeping 

in her comfy bed. The sun had just begun to light the morning sky behind them, but it 

wasn’t up over the horizon yet. Brit had put Jake in the front seat near her dad so she and 

Serena could talk during the drive. Angie manned her post in the rear, ear buds inserted, 

working on a composition started two days earlier by Mia. She took a break for just a 

minute, and smiled and clicked Send on her phone, and Brit’s made its familiar ding 

almost instantly. 

Brit looked at her phone and there was a photo of a nurse about to administer a 

shot to some unlucky patient, and Brit grinned as she went to work. “I love you, 

Photoshop,” she said, looking back and smiling at Angie. As she worked on her special 

art project she and Serena chatted nonstop for nearly an hour as Dad guided the SUV 

through the freeways and side streets of Phoenix. By the time they found themselves 

driving through Sun City, then the town of Surprise, the girls had gone over every detail 

of Brit’s experiences with Bea’s legacy of the map and gold mine.  

As the roads turned rural the scenery went from city to farming, then to desert 

within ten minutes. The familiar saguaro cactuses began to dot the landscape with their 

arms pointing skyward, and cholla, mesquite and prickly pear plants provided a thorny 

desert carpet as far as they could see in the dim morning light.  
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“How much longer?” Brit finally asked her dad impatiently.  

“Let’s see,” he said, checking his navigation system. “We should be to 

Wickenburg within forty minutes. Then we’ll need to drive out into the desert to find the 

mine.”  

Brit felt like there was no way she could wait that long. She had come so far since 

she had first learned about Bea’s gift of a gold mine to her grandparents. She had traveled 

thousands of miles since then, and her family and friends had suffered break-ins and fires 

as a result of their efforts to locate the mine Bea said she had given them. She had almost 

been murdered. Now, here she was with her new friends, whom she would never have 

met if not for Grandma’s dream remembering the day they were invited to Bea’s and 

given such a wonderful gift. Life had changed significantly in such a short time, and 

although school had been out only one week, it seemed like years ago that they walked 

out of its doors and went home to pack for vacation.  

“So what will we do when we find the mine?” Jake asked, looking around at each 

of them.  

“I’m not really sure,” Dad said. “I’ve been thinking about it, but we don’t even 

know if it’s locked up, or if it’s at all safe. We might just have to turn around and come 

back.”  

“Oh no,” Brit said. “There’s no way we would just turn around and go back home 

without finding out exactly what Bea meant when she gave the mine to Grandma and 

Grandpa. She gave them her treasure, and we really need that treasure right now. Today 

would be nice.”  

“I admire your enthusiasm,” Dad said, smiling so broadly he almost started to 
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chuckle. “That doesn’t guarantee success, though. But we’ll pursue it as much as we can, 

and we’ll find out as much as possible today. I promise.” He looked in the rearview 

mirror at his determined daughter’s squinting eyes.  

Brit would not take “no” for an answer. Not today. Not after everything she and 

her family and her new friends had been through. She would not be denied.  

A motion caught her eye through the new glass window and she whipped her head 

to follow it. A roadrunner! Brit loved to watch roadrunners.  

The bird disappeared as quickly as it had popped into view, ducking behind some 

brush as the SUV speeded away on its golden quest. Brit returned her attention to Serena 

and the two talked nonstop for the next forty minutes, when she finally saw the sign that 

said, “Welcome to Wickenburg.”  

Brit had to smile at it. This wasn’t the usual type of city government sign, but had 

a stone base and a gold colored cutout emphasizing a large W, and a saguaro cactus and a 

prospector and his burro. On the far left of the sign was a golden sun, which was 

appropriate because although it was only seven-thirty in the morning, Brit’s window was 

already quite warm to the touch. It was going to be a scorcher. Brit turned to look in the 

back and breathed a sigh of relief to see the case of bottled water Dad had brought. She 

felt her pocket to ensure she had brought her lip balm.  

At that moment the troupe spotted a McDonald’s with its golden arches looming 

ominously and an Old West style red buckboard wagon out front. Jake turned to Brit and 

raised his eyebrows, and she stared him down until he turned back. To her chagrin Dad 

turned the wheel and the SUV rolled into the McDonald’s parking lot.  



BRIT AXTON: A Golden Legacy 
By James Thompson and Brigitte Thompson 

165	
	

	
“Pit stop,” Dad said, opening his door and stepping out. “We’ll be out in the 

desert for a few hours, so make sure you’re—uhm, ready.”  

Brit took a moment to send the photo she’d been working on to Jan, the editor at 

the Gilbert Tribune. She attached it to an email that said, “Jan -- Here is that photo I 

mentioned. I look forward to reading the article tomorrow—as I hope every young person 

in Gilbert will do.” She grinned and clicked Send. She ran inside to use the restroom 

before taking off for several hours in the desert. She couldn’t think of anything worse 

than a bathroom emergency out there—especially with Jake in the car.  

Minutes later the crew was back in the SUV, Jake munching on something 

wrapped in paper and leaking eggs as he bit into it. Dad took off in the direction of the 

desert. Brit looked at the map and leaned forward saying, “Forty miles southwest of 

Wickenburg. Dad, would it do any good to set the trip odometer and watch it for when 

we’ve gone forty miles?”  

“I don’t know. It depends on how accurate that number is in the first place, and 

also on how the roads have changed since it was made. They may have taken the Vulture 

Mine Road, and just continued another twenty miles or so. Or maybe there was a long 

way around. The forty miles may be as the crow flies, in a straight line, but it takes more 

than forty miles to get there because the road doesn’t make a straight diagonal. We’ll just 

have to figure it out. I plotted a spot that seems to be exactly forty miles southwest of the 

Wickenburg city center, if it was even the city center they measured from, and we’ll start 

there and work our way out.”  

Brit’s excitement was fading as the reality of their task became clearer to her. 

Finding the mine might not be as simple as merely setting the navigation system and just 
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driving up to the entrance. She sat back in her seat and took a deep breath.  

They drove west and looked out at the desert on the left and the substantial 

residential homes strategically located on the small peaks to the right. Brit kept her eyes 

open for anything that looked like it might lead them to Bea’s gold mine, but was entirely 

unsure what it could possibly be. The terrain on the left side of the road was rugged, and 

they began to ascend slightly as they headed deeper into the desert. When it flattened out 

again she could see for several miles and noticed a small mountain to the south that grew 

out of the desert forming a cone on the top that reminded her of the Devil’s Tower on 

Close Encounters of the Third Kind. They soon passed a large sign hanging over a gravel 

entry that said “Flying E Ranch,” and Brit tried to see where the road led, losing it in the 

mesquite and brush.  

“It should look more or less like this until we get to Aguila,” Dad said, looking 

briefly to the left as he drove. “I did see some farmland on both sides of the road on the 

online map though, so we might see some crops growing too.”  

Brit stopped and thought for a moment, then she looked at the gold mine map. 

She scanned it and found what she was looking for. In a faded section was printed “Ojo 

de la Ag . . . la south x sw.”  

She studied it to try to decipher the faded print in the middle of the word that 

began with AG, then asked, “Hey Dad, where did you say we would be turning?”  

“Aguilla. It should take us south to the approximate area we want to look.”  

“What does Aguilla mean?” she asked, looking at the printing on the map. 

“Uhm, I think it means . . .”  
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“Eagle,” Jake said. The girls looked at him, forcing him to explain. “In Spanish 

class—it’s one of the words I learned.”  

“Well how about this, then?” Brit asked. “Ojo.”  

“How is it spelled?” Jake asked. 

“O-J-O,” Brit said distinctly. 

“Oh,” Jake said, “That’s ‘Oho.’ You pronounce the J like an H.”  

“Then what is OHO?” she asked impatiently. 

“It’s eye.”  

“That’s right,” Dad said. “I’ve heard many Latinos say they have ojos negros, 

which always strikes me as a little funny.” Brit didn’t get the ‘funny’ part. “You know,” 

Dad said, “black eyes. Ojos negros means black eyes in Spanish. Although most Latin 

people have brown eyes, they call them black eyes, which conjures up images in my 

mind of them punching each other when they say they have black eyes.”  

Brit pictured the scene and had to admit it seemed a little comical. “So, what does 

‘ojo de la aguilla’ mean? Eye of the eagle?”  

“Yes,” Dad and Jake said together. 

“Why do you ask?” Dad questioned.  

“Because I think that’s what it says in the faded print on the map. I think it says 

‘ojo de la aguilla.’”  

“Yeah. That means eye of the eagle,” Jake said. “But what does that mean? Why 

would it say that? What else does it say?”  

Brit looked again. “Like I said, it isn’t very clear. It says something like ‘south, X, 

S, W.’”  
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Dad looked puzzled and Jake reached for the map. Brit grudgingly handed it to 

him. Jake looked at the map and Brit pointed to the part she had been looking at.  

“Yeah, I think you’re right. I think it does say ‘ojo de la aguilla’ or eye of the 

eagle. But this other, the south part, I’m not sure.”  

Dad slowed the car and pulled off on the shoulder. Jake showed him the map and 

he looked. “Yes, that makes perfect sense.”  

“What makes perfect sense?” Brit asked, having been of the opinion that it was all 

gibberish until now.  

“Eye of the Eagle. I don’t know why it’s called that, but the road we’re turning 

south on at the little town of Aguilla is called ‘Eagle Eye Road.’ See it here on the road 

map?” Dad handed Brit the road map he had been using and she traced the road from  

Wickenburg west and found the junction at “Aguilla.” It was indeed called Eagle 

Eye Road.  

Brit was amazed that they had failed to notice any of this as they did their prep 

work online. She hadn’t thought enough about the faded lettering on the map because it 

didn’t make sense to her immediately. She would have to make sure she never repeated 

that kind of rookie mistake.  

“But the rest of the print,” Dad continued, “says south by southwest. That means 

you head in a southward direction, but toward the west too. It’s farther south than just 

southwest.”  

“Wow. You get all of that from just ‘south, X, S, W’?” Brit asked. “So, it sounds 

like we turn left on Eagle Eye Road, then head south by southwest.”  
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“Well, maybe,” Dad said, looking at the map. “But the roadmap shows the road 

going mainly south, with the exception of this part in the middle—it heads southwest for 

a little ways.” Brit followed his finger on the map. “I’m not sure that the writing on the 

gold mine map means to just follow Eagle Eye Road. There will probably be something 

else associated with the south by southwest instruction.”  

Brit scowled as she looked over his shoulder at the maps he was holding and 

comparing. She had been suddenly hopeful that their quest for Bea’s mine would be more 

like a guided tour and less like an Indiana Jones adventure. Dad handed the maps over to 

Jake who handed them back to Brit. She sat silently looking alternately out the window 

and down at the maps as the SUV regained its speed and headed toward Aguilla.  



 

Chapter Twenty — Four Wheel Drive Required 
 

 

“Eagle Eye Road,” Serena read as she squinted into the distance.  

Brit wasn’t wearing her glasses, and Dad hadn’t noticed, so she just took Serena’s 

word for it. She would never admit it, but she had no intention of putting her glasses on 

with Jake around.  

Brit knew the road was coming up because they had begun to see houses and 

small side streets a minute earlier. Aguilla was a very small town, but there was a bit of 

bustle in it she could see. Dad turned left and the road sign on the corner had one that said 

US 60 and one that said Eagle Eye Rd. The road before them was straight and long, and 

seemed to go for a few miles until it appeared to end in a small mountain.  

“What’s that?” Dad asked.  

Jake was moving around in his seat trying to get a better look. Serena was leaning 

forward, so much that she was nearly in the front.  

Brit strained to see, but it was hopeless. She reluctantly reached into the map 

pocket in the back of Dad’s seat and retrieved her glasses and put them on.  

They all watched intently as it became a little clearer. There was a mountain to the 

left of the one straight ahead, and in the top of it, on the right side of the peak, was a 

small area of blue showing through. It looked like a hole in the mountain, just below the 

natural line of the ridge, with a ‘brow’ of rock across the top. A maroon pickup was 

coming toward them in the opposite direction and Dad finally noticed it in time to get 
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back into his own lane.  

“Wow,” Serena said quietly. 

“Yeah. It looks like an—” Jake started to say. 

“An eagle’s eye,” Brit said authoritatively. “That must be where they got the 

name for this road.”  

“It’s probably where they got the name for the town too,” Serena said. Indeed, the 

closer they got to the mountain the more the formation looked like it could be an eye.  

“I guess they call it an eagle’s eye because it’s so high up,” Brit said. 

“Yeah. No sense in calling it a coyote eye that far up in the sky,” Angie agreed.  

“So, maybe the south by southwest is from that eye in the sky,” Brit said.  

“That was something I was thinking,” Dad said.  

“This road probably wasn’t here in the thirties and forties when they likely started 

working the mine. But the eagle’s eye has always been here. I’m sure the Indians used to 

use it as a main point of reference too.”  

Brit looked up at the eagle’s eye etched into the mountain by centuries of nature’s 

erosive carving and wondered how Native American teens would have viewed it a few 

hundred years ago. Perhaps young princesses had seen it from this exact vantage point; 

maybe hundreds of them had over thousands of years.  

“Which is why I think that if we take a south by southwest bearing from that 

formation, it should help us zero in on our gold mine,” Dad said.  

“Oh, so now it’s OUR gold mine,” Brit teased.  

“You don’t think I’m out here for my health, do you?” Dad quipped. “Hey, after 

everything that’s happened, I want to know what’s up with Bea’s gold mine just as much 
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as you do. Enquiring minds...”  

Brit had to smile. The hills and small mountains on both sides of the road were 

much like those just south of Brit’s neighborhood in Queen Creek. These could be the 

San Tan Mountains if she didn’t know better. The peaks and hills rose up and were dotted 

with saguaro cactuses and mesquite trees. The blue sky was decorated appropriately with 

wisps of white clouds, some of which were too orderly to be anything but commercial jet 

contrails. The road appeared to be drifting to the right ahead, which must be the 

‘southwest’ portion Dad had spoken of.  

As she watched the road she heard Serena say “Oooo,” and craned her neck to see 

what she was watching.  

Beside the road ahead was what appeared to be a dead dog. “Coyote,” Jake said as 

they approached it and speeded past. Brit turned to look, wondering how it had died. 

Angie was wrinkling her nose in disgust. It was a grim reminder that the desert held 

serious consequences for those who weren’t careful enough.  

Every now and then a dry wash would appear on either side of the road, telling 

the tale of occasional flash floods, which were notorious in the desert, although Brit was 

sure they wouldn’t see any rain today. The mountains on the right were starting to grow 

much bigger and Brit wondered if Bea’s mine might be located there. Certainly, south by 

southwest seemed to draw a line in that direction. The enormity of the task of finding the 

mine out there began to loom large in Brit’s mind as she looked into the distance then 

down at her printout. There was a lot of territory to search, and the mountains were dotted 

with natural caves, making the mine a more difficult target for the eyes.  



BRIT AXTON: A Golden Legacy 
By James Thompson and Brigitte Thompson 

173	
	

	
“Look at that,” Brit suddenly said, pointing out her side of the car.  

Serena and Jake looked in her direction and looked through the windows while 

Dad still craned to see past Jake to the right. “What is that?” Serena asked.  

“It looks like a mine,” Jake answered, immediately drawing Dad’s attention to the 

left side of the car. Dad immediately slowed the SUV and pulled off onto the shoulder of 

the road. They checked to make sure no one was coming and quickly jumped out of the 

car. Against the rise on the left side was what appeared to be a concrete formation of 

some kind, looking like something that might be used in mining.  

Dad reached into his door panel pocket and pulled out a pair of binoculars and 

lifted them to his eyes. After a minute of lookin he said, “It looks like some sort of 

loading or staging area. It also looks like a water tower used to be there—there’s 

corrugated sheet metal sticking out of the ground. I can see a few areas that look like 

concrete floors and foundations. Looks like a big operation used to be here.”  

“Any golden arches?” Jake asked, drawing severe looks from Brit and Serena, and 

a laugh from Angie.  

“Nope,” Dad chuckled. “Why, are you hungry again already?”  

Jake didn’t respond. He crossed the road and started walking back into the brush 

toward the old cement structures, and Dad, Brit and Serena followed. Angie stayed by the 

SUV and watched from her safe zone.  

Brit and Serena found themselves falling behind as they watched the ground very 

closely.  

“What are you waiting for?” Jake asked as he stepped onto an asphalt platform.  

Brit didn’t want to say it, but Serena didn’t seem to mind. “Rattlesnakes.”  
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“I don’t blame you,” Dad said. “Keep your eyes peeled. You never know when 

one might pop up and bite you.” Brit looked around carefully surveying the ground. They 

stepped through and around the clumps of vegetation that make up the desert floor and 

were relieved when they arrived at the asphalt clearing in front of the main structure.  

The team looked around at the debris and ruins of what looked like an ancient 

service facility of some kind. “Wow! It looks even older than you, Dad,” Brit said, 

drawing a squinted eye stare from her father.  

The team looked the facility over seeing that there was no mineshaft, and headed 

back to the SUV parked on the main road.  

“Anything interesting?” Angie asked.  

“Not too interesting,” Dad said. “It looks like it could have been in service around 

the same time as Bea’s mine—nineteen thirties through the sixties, somewhere in that 

range. The condition of the paved areas makes me wonder if we’re going to find much of 

a road going to the mine. Although the concrete is still in pretty good condition, this 

asphalt has disintegrated pretty thoroughly. Back in the mountains it may be worse. It 

may be completely gone and overgrown by now.”  

They all opened their doors and climbed into the SUV, and Brit took a moment to 

look out over the desert and at the mountains that rose beyond. It looked like they were 

about three miles ahead, and stretched north and south at least ten miles. She had a last 

look at the old ranch windmill and the saguaro that stood nearby and enjoyed the scene 

for a moment, then climbed back into the SUV.  

They continued south on Eagle Eye Road and watched in every direction for signs 
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of a road leading to their mine. Dad reminded them that the mine would most likely be 

located to the right at the base of one of the many small mountains that formed the 

outstretched range.  

Jake thought a minute then asked Brit’s dad, “So why didn’t we just ask around, 

or find the mine on the Internet before we came out? Wouldn’t that have made this a lot 

easier?”  

“Good question,” Dad said. “That’s exactly what we would normally have done, 

because someone, somewhere would probably have a record of the company’s mine out 

here. But after what happened in Oregon, I didn’t want to alert anyone to what we’re 

doing. It was no fun having maniacs like that trailing us and breaking into our car and 

hotel room.”  

“And their grandma’s house,” Angie added.  

“Exactly,” Dad said. “And burning down Aunt Karen’s garage. And nearly killing 

Brit. We didn’t need any more of that. So we’re on our own, old schoolin’ it—off the 

digital grid—looking for it without any modern equipment or communications.”  

“Well, except for this luxury SUV, with air conditioning, GPS, cooled leather 

seats, DVD movie theater, surround sound, cell phones, Internet access—” Brit said.  

“Yes. Except for those,” Dad cut her off. “My point is, I didn’t want to tip our 

hand. The truth is, whoever was after us in Oregon had ways of finding out where we 

were and what we were doing, and they did not play by the rules.”  

“That’s for sure,” Serena said.  

As they were chatting Dad suddenly began to slow the car and everyone looked 

ahead at the sign next to the road. It said “Harquahala Mountain Byway,” with “Four 
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Wheel Drive Required” written below with an arrow pointing west toward the mountains.  

“Hmmm,” Dad said. “This looks like the best way over to that range.”  

“And maybe it would be a good time to see if our four-wheel-drive SUV actually 

has four-wheel-drive,” Brit said. “For all we know, they could sell these things with 

nothing more than a sticker and a button near the steering wheel that says it’s four-wheel-

drive. Most people would never know the difference, because most of them are never 

used—maybe a speed bump at the mall—but that’s the extent of their ‘off-road’ 

experience.”  

Dad looked at Brit drolly, fixing on her eyes for a minute, then returned his 

attention to the sign ahead as if she hadn’t said anything. He pulled the SUV off the road 

and into the gravel roadway that headed back through the desert foliage. The gravel road 

wasn’t straight, so they could only see it for thirty yards or so until it disappeared around 

another turn. Dad stepped on the gas and started into the desert.  

“Hey,” Brit said. “Aren’t you going to put it in four-wheel-drive?”  

Dad and Jake chuckled, and Dad said, “Not yet. If things get dicey, we might lock 

it in. But we can drive on this surface all day long in two-wheel-drive.”  

Brit looked ahead at the desert road and frowned a little. She had been on desert 

roads before, but couldn’t recall one that had a sign warning that four-wheel-drive was 

‘required.’  

The SUV wound its way through the desert on the gravel road toward the 

approaching mountains and soon began to bounce more the closer they came to the 

foothills. After another minute Dad stopped the car and put his finger on the button, 
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hesitating a moment before pushing it.  

“Do it,” Brit urged. After another few seconds of hesitation she said, “Do it. Go 

ahead, push the button.”  

Dad turned and looked at her.  

She tried to suppress a smile, and he turned back around and pressed the four-

wheel-drive button. He let it sit for a minute, then put the transmission into low and took 

off slowly. Brit couldn’t feel any difference, and still wondered if four-wheel-drive on 

these luxury SUVs was nothing more than an up-sell hoax of car dealers.  

As the terrain became more rugged, the SUV bounced the crew and contents 

around even more. A soda can suddenly exploded in the back, spraying sticky root beer 

all over the back window. Angie jumped and landed in the seats by Brit and Serena. 

Hilarious. They made their way along the bottom edge of the small mountains, snaking 

their way north on the range. There were only a few signs of human visitation to this part 

of the world, but for the most part it seemed that they could have time-jumped a million 

years into the past and there would have been no way to know the difference. That was 

true, except for the power line towers that could still be seen to the east of them, miles 

back by the main road.  

No one talked much for the next two hours as they bumped and bounced their 

way around the foothills that extended out like fingers from the main mountains, finding 

only an occasional SUV trail going back into the hills. The trails didn’t look very inviting 

for their large SUV and they stopped a couple of times and walked a short distance into 

the mountains, only to turn around and retreat to the SUV. They finally came upon two 

young cowboy-looking men on horses and stopped to talk.  
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“Damn, boy,” Angie said looking at the handsome young men, drawing a scowl 

from dad. 

As the four of them exited the vehicle Dad said hello to the young men.  

“Howdy,” one of them said, causing Brit to marvel just a little—that they actually 

said ‘howdy’ out here. They got off their horses and walked up to the SUV.  

Dad spoke first. “Hey, we’ve been driving along this range for a couple of 

hours— exploring, looking for things to photograph. Is there anything in these hills that 

you know about that might make for good pictures?”  

Brit liked the way her dad was handling this.  

The young man wearing the red T-shirt and faded Boston Red Sox baseball cap 

said, “Everything. Point your camera in any direction and snap a shot.”  

Dad smiled, then said, “I certainly agree with that. It’s gorgeous out here. We 

were wondering if there’s anything from the old days still around. Maybe an old mine, or 

some old buildings where miners used to be set up.”  

The other cowboy spoke up this time and said, “Looking for gold?” Brit watched 

him for a minute, and approximated his age at around nineteen. He was good looking and 

wore blue jeans and an olive long sleeve T-shirt with a Pink Floyd prism on the chest. He 

also wore a ball cap; faded blue with no logos or advertising on it. Both of them wore 

leather boots, with rounded toes, which disappointed Brit a little, although she wasn’t 

quite sure why.  

“Not gold,” Dad said, “just some great photos of old mines, if you know where 

we might find any.”  
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The cowboys grinned. Pink Floyd spoke up. “You might try some of the old 

mines down on the south end, down around Harquahala.”  

“There are some mines down there?” Dad asked, almost too quickly. “Uhm, 

anything that might make for a good shot?”  

“We haven’t been down there for a couple o’ years,” Red Sox said. “But there 

used to be some shacks and stuff.”  

Dad nodded, then asked for more precise directions to some of the mines, which 

the young men volunteered without further coaxing.  

“But you’re not gonna wanna take that with you,” Pink Floyd said pointing to the 

SUV. “She won’t make it.”  

Dad looked back at the car, then at the cowboys. “You don’t think we’ll be able to 

drive in?”  

“Na,” Floyd said. “I don’t even think quads can get back in there very well. 

You’ll need some horses,” he added, patting his own mount on the neck.  

Brit thought it made a pleasant scene, a handsome young cowboy and his horse, 

and secretly wished she could take a snapshot of it. She looked over at Serena, and it was 

clear that she was thinking something like it.  

“Do you know where we might get some horses?” Dad asked.  

The two young men looked at each other, then Red Sox spoke up. “There’s a few 

dude ranches around. Maybe they can fix ya up.”  

Brit searched her memory, then asked, “How about the Flying E Ranch?” as it 

dawned on her that the E must stand for Eagle.  

The cowboys looked at each other again, then Red Sox said, “Well sure, but 
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they’re kinda far away. Be hard to get the horses all the way out here. You might wanna 

get some closer.”  

After a minute of thinking, Floyd spoke up and suggested, “There’s a rancher who 

boards horses. I hear he sometimes’ll rent out some horses. Arty Simmons. He’s got a 

place south o’ here, just off Eagle Eye. Tell ‘im Pete’s boys sent ya.”  

Handshakes were exchanged and Dad and the crew climbed back into the SUV as 

Brit and Serena watched the cowboys mount their steeds and ride in the opposite 

direction. Jake looked back at them and said, “What are you two lookin’ at?”  

“At those handsome young cowboy dudes,” Angie quipped, giggling, and pushing 

on the back of Brit’s seat.  

The exchange caught Brit off guard, and she quickly looked away from Jake, 

more than a little embarrassed.  

 



 

Chapter Twenty-One — The Gold Nugget Ghost 
 

 

Dad drove back the way they had come, exploring as they went. Three hours later 

they were back at their starting point on Eagle Eye Road. It was already afternoon, and 

they talked about how they could best use what remained of the day. They decided to 

drive to Arty Simmons’ ranch and ask about renting horses. It was only a few minutes 

until they saw the rusted ranch gate on the left side of the road, with the sign above that 

said “ARTY SIMMONS,” with cowboys on horses silhouetted on dark steel. They could 

see what looked like the roof of a house a ways back on the property, a sort of red tile. 

The gate was open on one side, so they drove through and followed the bumpy gravel 

road back through the desert landscape until it opened up and they could see the entire 

house.  

Dad walked up to the front door and knocked, and was quickly greeted by a 

woman who seemed very pleasant to Brit. Dad returned in a moment and said Arty’s wife 

thought they could find him out in the stables. They climbed out of the SUV and walked 

on the gravel and sand covered ‘yard’ around the house and out back where the 

outbuildings were. They saw what appeared to be the stables—two buildings with metal 

fences going in different directions, forming a couple of small riding areas. They walked 

into the building on the right where they saw a pickup parked around the side and waited 

and listened for signs of the rancher. A man walked in from outside talking on a cell 

phone and they heard him say, “Okay, I guess this is them,” then put his phone into his 
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jeans pocket.  

The rancher said, “Hello,” disappointing Brit, who had expected another howdy. 

The man was a little rough to look at, and although Brit assumed he was approximately 

her father’s age, he actually looked much more worn—a bit like an old leather purse, she 

thought. Notwithstanding his hardened rancher look, he was friendly to talk to, and 

showed them around the stables and introduced them to the horses as they asked about 

renting five of them from him. Brit noticed a smell on the rancher—cigarette smoke—

which always reminded her of Las Vegas. She wondered if he could roll his own 

cigarettes with one hand, like she had seen on an old Western on TV.  

“Five, huh?” he asked, stroking his unshaved chin. “Hmm.” He curled his mouth. 

“Let me see.” He walked down a short, open corridor flanked by stalls where horses 

stood anxiously as if waiting for an apple. He mumbled to himself as he looked in each 

one as he passed, and spoke to the horses, giving them instructions or kudos as the case 

required.  

Brit wasn’t sure if he was just putting on his negotiation dance, or if he was 

actually struggling to accommodate their request. Surely, he must have others who asked 

about renting horses for the day, and he must have a good idea of what he could do or 

couldn’t do.  

As they got to the end he said, “Now let me see. We got two big fellas, and three 

little fillies.” Brit assumed he was talking about his horse inventory until she noticed him 

looking at her, and realized that she was one of the little fillies. That meant Dad and Jake 

were the big fellas. “I think we can cover you. They’ll be ready at sunup.”  
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Dad and Brit looked at each other, then at the others. “Sunup?” Dad said. “You 

mean tomorrow?”  

The rancher looked at him and asked, “Well, what day were ya lookin’ 

at?” “Well, today.” The rancher looked down at the floorboards and shook his head. “No, 

no, no. That’s no good. It’s too late in the day. You wanna get out early, when it’s cool, 

and look around the place. Naw, it’ll have ta be tomorra.”  

Dad looked at Jake and Serena with his eyebrows arched high. Jake looked at 

Serena, then excused himself. Brit saw him reaching for his phone as he walked outside 

to make his case to their parents. Dad asked some filler questions about the care and 

feeding of the horses until Jake returned just three minutes later nodding his head that 

they were a ‘go.’ The details would need to be worked out later.  

Dad agreed that they would return at sunup and handed a check to the rancher, 

who thanked him. Brit wondered which horse she would get as they walked past the stalls 

to leave. She had taken riding lessons with Angie and Savannah for two years, and had 

mastered most of the basics. Although they rode on local trails, which she had always 

thought of as ‘the real deal,’ she now wondered if her skills were up to the challenge as 

she recalled the rugged terrain they had traveled over that morning. The young cowboys 

had indicated that there were abandoned mines to the south where the going was much 

rougher. She wondered how challenging the ride might be.  

As they exited the stables and walked back toward the house where their car 

awaited them, Brit asked Serena, “Do you and Jake ride horses? I never even asked 

before.”  

“We have a friend with horses, and we’ve ridden around their place lots of times. 
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But I don’t think it was as rocky as where the mine is.”  

“Same here,” Brit said.  

They got to the SUV and climbed into their seemingly assigned seats as Dad 

started it up and swung the front end around to exit the ranch.  

“So your parents are okay with you staying with us and coming back tomorrow?” 

Dad asked Jake.  

“Yeah. I just need to let them know where we’re spending the night, and stuff like 

that.” 

“Yep, that’s a good question for all of us,” Dad said.  

“What do you mean?” Brit asked. 

“Well, the question is, do we drive all the way back home to Queen Creek and 

come back in the morning? That’s about two-and-a-half hours each direction from here. 

That’s five more hours of driving between now and the morning. And to be here at sunup 

we’ll need to leave no later than—three-thirty in the morning.”  

“Uggh,” Brit exhaled, realizing the burden coming back would be. “Why don’t 

we get a hotel for tonight?”  

Dad thought about it for a minute, his face stern as he did. “Do you think your 

parents would be okay with that,” he said to Jake and Serena. “We’d need three rooms I 

guess, if you three girls wouldn’t mind sharing one.”  

“No, we wouldn’t mind at all,” Brit said, looking at Serena for her agreement. 

Angie was already lost in ear bud land.  

“I think they’d be okay with that,” Jake said. He got out his phone and tried to 
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place a call, but had to wait a few minutes until they moved into range and he got a signal 

again. He talked with his mother, then waited while she talked with his father, and got 

their permission to spend the night in Wickenburg. He promised to check in again after 

they had their hotel rooms.  

“Whew!” Brit said. “It’s close, but it’s coming together.” She reached for Dad’s 

phone, and got a signal after two more minutes. She pulled up the hotels app and logged 

into his account, and checked for hotels around Wickenburg. “Let’s see. I see only a 

couple of national chains, but they don’t have very high ratings.”  

“I think we’ll survive for a single night in a less-than-four-star hotel,” Dad said. 

Brit looked at the screen again, then said, “Less than four stars? You got that 

right.”  

Dad’s brow furrowed as he looked in the rearview mirror at her. “What’s the 

damage?”  

“Two stars; eighty a pop,” she replied. Dad got a funny look on his face, but 

seemed to accept the terms, and said, “All right. Pull the trigger.” Brit booked three 

rooms and handed his phone back, and the four of them started to chat about other things; 

anything but gold mines and rattlesnakes. Although it was only mid-afternoon, it had 

already been a long, difficult day, and that on the heels of the grueling return trip from 

their visit to Oregon. Brit needed to get her mind off of searching for Bea’s mine, if just 

for a little while.  

Checking into their hotel and looking at their rooms was almost too easy. They 

had no bags. The only things they’d brought were what they had loaded into the back of 

the car for a day trip into the desert. Nothing for an overnight stay. Brit suddenly missed 
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her mother unpacking lots of familiar household items into the room to make it familiar 

and cozy.  

Dad drove them to the local Walmart to pick up whatever they might need for a 

night’s stay, then they went to the Gold Nugget Restaurant on the main street of town for 

an early supper. Dad opened a plastic package of some sort of dried meat and took a bite, 

offering some to Brit and the girls. “Gas station sushi?” Brit asked, recoiling at the 

thought. “I don’t think so.”  

“Suit yourself,” Dad said, taking another large bite off the end just to goad her.  

The girls walked into the restaurant while Dad and Jake arranged their new 

possessions in the back of the SUV and assembled a couple of the items. The restaurant 

had an Old West theme, and a sign on the wall explained that it had been built in 1863, 

during the Civil War. That made sense to Brit, because she knew that Henry Wickenburg 

had established the Vulture Mine here around that time and a local booming economy 

would have demanded a decent place to eat.  

Another sign mentioned the famous Gold Nugget Ghost, and Brit asked a passing 

waiter to tell them more.  

“I’ll tell you what,” the young man said, “why don’t I have Lillian come over and 

tell you what she’s seen.”  

Serena and Angie both raised eyebrows at Brit, giving her the scared look, but 

that didn’t stop Brit from asking for Lillian.  

After a minute a nice looking woman with reddish-brown hair, dressed in a white 

blouse with a black skirt and vest, with a small black western tie, walked over to the 
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waiting girls. “Hi, I’m Lillian. Johnny said you'd like to know more ‘bout the Gold 

Nugget Ghost.”  

“Sure,” Brit said, smiling.  

Lillian began telling her story about seeing the famous ghost, but Dad and Jake 

came in the door, and Dad stepped up to Lillian and asked for a table for the four of them. 

She took some menus in her hand and led the group to a booth, turning back and giving 

Brit a quick wink. Brit wondered if she would get to hear the whole story. She looked at 

Serena who arched her eyebrows and shrugged.  

 



 

Chapter Twenty-Two — Flora and Fauna 
 

 

The alarm went off at 5:15 a.m. sharp, and Brit slowly came to life, suddenly 

wishing that she and Serena and Angie had talked less and slept more the night before. 

The flashlight she had left ablaze was faint now, the batteries nearly drained. She 

suddenly thought about something, and hurried to open the Gilbert Tribune’s website. 

There it was—page 1. Oh, it was so sweet. It was beautiful. Perhaps she had never seen 

anything that brought so much joy to her heart. She hurried and sent a message to 

Savannah: “I know it’s early, but I thought yud wanna see this. happy recovery. happy 

birdthday. happy Christmass. and happy new year. evrything rolled together in this 1 gift. 

love love love u.” She pasted in the Tribune link and clicked Send. It was truly beautiful. 

An unspeakably gorgeous work of art—not unlike Michelangelo’s David, or Da Vinci’s 

Mona Lisa. She heard the familiar sound of a message leaving her phone and wished with 

all her heart that she could be there when Savannah opened her present. Oh well, the 

mission was too important, so this was the cost of her sacrifice. She would revel with her 

friend later.  

Brit rolled out of the bed and stumbled to the front window and pulled back the 

shade just a little. Although it was still dark outside, a faint glow in the eastern sky just 

above the horizon told her that the sun would be coming up before too long. Serena was 

moving around on her bed and Brit could hear when her feet reluctantly landed on the 

floor. Brit found her phone and called her Dad and Serena called Jake, acting as their 
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personal alarm clocks.  

“Auhg,” Dad said into the phone. “I’ve been up most of the night. Ain’t gonna 

happen.”  

“What?!” Brit exclaimed, and immediately stormed out her front door and started 

knocking on the one next to them. Angie stopped brushing her teeth and followed Brit 

next door. After a minute Brit knocked again, and 30 seconds later the door finally 

opened. Dad stood there in an untied robe that was falling off one shoulder, slumping 

with bended knees. He looked horrible. “What happened here? What . . . did you have a 

party in here last night?”  

Dad shook his head and turned to stumble back to his bed. “Yeah. A puke party,” 

he mumbled as he sat on the end of his bed and dragged one leg up on it.  

“Are you sick?” Angie asked, drawing a quick stare from Brit.  

“Of course he’s not sick,” Brit said. “He can’t be sick! Not today!” Brit spoke as 

though her words alone could fend off their reality. Dad was indeed sick. And it didn’t 

look like any amount of talking was going to change that. “Today is our only day. It’ll be 

weeks before we can—”  

“What’s up?” Jake interrupted. “Hey, Mr. Axton, are you doin’ okay?”  

“Yes, he’s fine,” Brit blurted, willing him back to wellness. 

“He’s toast,” Angie said. “I’ve seen this before, and he’s not goin’ anywhere. Gas 

station sushi.”  

“No!” Brit protested, as Dad rolled over and faced the wall with a moan.  

Serena entered the room and asked, “Are we almost ready?”  

“No!” everyone said in unison, causing her to blink and take a step backward. 
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“Dad’s sick,” Angie said. “Looks like no horse ride or gold mine today.”  

Brit squeezed her eyes closed and clenched her jaw tightly. “We’ve got to get 

going. We can’t give up now. The last text I got last night was from Savannah, saying 

that it’s bad news for The House and The Clinic. I don’t even know what the bad news 

is—I just know we can’t give up now. We’re too close.”  

Everyone stood silently for a moment, looking at Brit. The spell was suddenly 

broken with a rude sounding gas bomb from Dad’s general direction in the corner, and 

Angie began laughing, with Jake suppressing a chuckle of his own.  

Brit looked over at her poor father, who had obviously given everything he could 

for the cause, and was now a casualty of war. She thought hard about their predicament, 

then an idea came to her.  

“Jake,” she said.  

Jake smiled, and said, “Yeah?”  

Brit’s face lighted up in a way that Jake had never seen before, and he seemed to 

like Brit saying his name and looking at him like this.  

“Jake!” she repeated. 

Jake arched his eyebrows and said, “Yeah?”  

“Jake. You can drive. You can drive the SUV to the ranch—to get the horses.”  

“Wait a minute,” Angie interrupted. “You’re not thinking about the four of us 

going out into the desert on horses looking for that gold mine are you?”  

“That’s exactly what I’m thinking. We can do it. Why not?”  

“Because—”  
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“Of course we can do it. Jake can drive the SUV. The horses are already paid for. 

All we need to do is—”  

Another gas bomb erupted from the corner and Jake and Angie burst into 

chuckling fits, drawing Serena in this time. Brit tried to regain her command of the 

conversation, but the three youths were fighting laughter so hard their faces were 

contorted and red, making it impossible for Brit to say anything serious.  

Brit waited a second, then walked over to her dad’s bed and looked at him, seeing 

he was in no shape to talk. She turned to the others and said, “Okay. Let’s get him set up 

for the day. We need soup, cold medicine, water bottles, blankets—”  

* * *  

Arty Simmons was inside the building as they walked in carrying their supplies 

for the day. Most of their water, food and other items they had purchased at Walmart 

were in backpacks that Jake and Brit would wear. Brit and Serena carried bags with water 

bottles, and Brit had her camera around her neck. It was a little touristy, she knew, but 

she wanted to bring it, and she didn’t want it breaking in a backpack.  

Arty began to assign the horses, and Brit’s was the last. “See that mark on her 

side?” Arty said to her. Brit looked at it and could make out some letters. The First 

looked like an L and the second was a crooked line, shaped something like an S.  

“Yes,” she said. “It looks like an L and an S.”  

“That’s right,” Arty said. “So we call her LS. Not only because of the mark, but 

because sometimes she’s a little S-H-blank-blank . . .” he spelled out the second word, 

not speaking it, out of a cowboy sense of propriety around young women Brit figured. 

She was a little surprised, and looked at Jake whose face showed his surprise as well. “So 
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don’t mess around with her,” Arty said. “She comes by her name naturally.”  

Brit stowed the bottles of water from her plastic bag into a saddlebag attached to 

the saddle. Angie and Jake mounted their horses without any trouble, and Brit watched to 

see how Serena would do. She reached high and held the saddle horn in her hands, and 

placed her left tennis shoe into the stirrup, then with a single motion she lifted herself and 

swung her right leg over the saddle. Brit looked at LS’s face to make sure she was ready 

to mount, and seeing no sign of trouble, she too grabbed the saddle horn and hoisted 

herself up into the saddle without any difficulty.  

Arty reminded Jake of a place up against the nearby mountains where they could 

water the horses, and another along some trails where he kept stores of hay for his rented 

animals.  

“They get hungry too,” the rancher said as he swatted at LS to move out. “So 

don’t forget to feed ‘em somethin’. And lots of water.”  

Brit squeezed LS with her knees and she began to move forward. She took the 

reins and led the young mare out of the stables and into the arena where Arty worked the 

horses. LS pulled sideways against the reins and Brit could tell that she didn’t like the 

place very well. She headed straight for the open gate and Brit did her best to restrain her. 

When they were beyond the arena LS slowed her pace and the others caught up. They 

steered past their parked SUV and across the side yard and up the driveway toward Eagle 

Eye Road. Brit experimented with LS a little to ensure she was responding to basic 

commands. She got her into a canter for ten seconds, then a trot, then slowed her down 

again. She moved her to the right on the driveway, then to the left, and LS responded 
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perfectly. From what Arty had said Brit expected it to be a little harder, but LS was as 

responsive as any of the horses at the Equine Center.  

It took only a couple of minutes to arrive at the end of the driveway, and Jake 

took the lead as they approached the road. They proceeded cautiously, although they 

could see no traffic in either direction for at least a mile. There was something about 

taking a new horse into the road that always freaked Brit out a little, and as she glanced 

over at Serena she could see that she felt the same about it. Angie didn’t seem to have 

any hesitation, and continued adjusting her blue scarf as if she was getting ready for her 

close-up shots. They were across the road in only a few steps and the horses quickly 

found the trail west through the desert that Arty’s guests usually took. They passed the 

windmill and headed deeper into the cactuses and brush toward the distant hills.  

Brit heard her phone ding and pulled it from her pocket. Savannah was getting 

back to her it looked like. There were seven messages that came in together, making Brit 

realize she’d been out of range for a while. She opened them and started reading as fast as 

she could. The first two were filled with emojis. Mainly, the laughing kind. Then there 

was a heartfelt thank you message, with a note that she was posting the photo and link on 

her account. After that were messages and updates telling her how many likes it was 

getting. It was in the thousands already. 

Because the trail was narrow they had to ride single file most of the time, and it 

would obviously take quite a while to get to the mountains ahead like this. Brit preferred 

to talk to the others while heading across the desert, but that wasn’t very practical with 

everyone bobbing along the trail spaced out at twenty-foot intervals. Brit heard phones 

making noises, and saw Serena and Angie looking at their, then started to laugh. “They 
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must be getting it,” she said. 

“Bloody funny!” Angelina shouted back to Brit. “That was pure genius what you 

did with it!”  

“What are you guys talking about?” Serena shouted back. “Who is this in the 

article?” 

“I’ll explain when we stop to water the horses,” Brit promised loudly, pulling the 

article and photo up again. The details in the article’s photo were perfect. She’d changed 

the photo of Taylor holding the flowers in the hospital room, removing Savannah from 

the background, adding in a couple of leering and lusty teen boys looking at her, and 

adding Angie’s nurse on the other side giving her an injection of something in the arm. 

Next to the photo was the name of the article: “STDs and Your Teen.” Oh, it was 

everything she’d dreamed it would be. In Gilbert, Arizona, and soon, everywhere the 

Internet reached, Taylor was the poster girl for teen STDs. Those flowers she was holding 

made her look really stupid as the two low-life boys ogled her like a prize. The nurse 

injecting her with antibiotics was just too funny. It was a masterpiece. Brit laughed until 

it hurt to laugh any more.  

* * * 

Gliding along in single file on their horses gave Brit time to think about their 

mission, something she had actually tried to think less about since their close calls in 

Oregon. The sun had come up behind them and Brit saw Angie put on a wide-brimmed 

hat that looked like one you’d see at the beach. Brit reached behind into her backpack for 

the baseball cap Dad had bought for her at Walmart, and scowled at it while placing it on 
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her head, looking ahead at Angie again. She called up to Serena to remind her about her 

hat, and the caps afforded them a little relief from the harsh rays of the intense sun. The 

hills approached slowly, and Brit swept the horizon often for signs of activity. She 

watched the ground for small animals, especially snakes, and enjoyed the singing of birds 

in the mesquites, saguaros and other cactuses. Roadrunners and jackrabbits occasionally 

darted around them, seeking shelter when the caravan seemed to come too close. Lizards 

remained still on rocks and plants, and only scampered out of sight when the horses were 

right on them. A morning breeze was welcome as the temperature quickly climbed to one 

hundred degrees, but Brit knew that wouldn’t last long. It would be hot soon—Arizona 

hot.  

Within an hour they arrived at the foothills, and were looking up one of the 

ravines. At last the horses could spread out and Brit rode next to Serena for ten minutes 

while they compared notes of the journey so far. Jake soon suggested that they give the 

horses a short break, so they dismounted and held the reins while the horses enjoyed the 

relief from their burdens.  

“I did a little research last night,” Brit said, “and found some mention of a couple 

of mines that used to be in operation down here around the south end of the range.” She 

pointed ahead. “It’ll be a couple of hours until we get there. There should be water for the 

horses in about an hour from here, so go easy on them.”  

Brit reached up and patted LS on the shoulder and she quivered at her touch. 

Horses often quivered that way to get flies off of them. There weren’t many flies out 

here, though, and that was good news. The Equine Center was often overrun with them, 

and it made things miserable for the horses, not to mention the riders. The thought came 
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to Brit that the environment out here may be too harsh for flies to survive, and she 

laughed at the notion. Although it was heating up, the scenery was gorgeous. She loved 

being out here. Even the tufts of white clouds against the blue sky gave the panorama an 

artistic touch. The straight ‘clouds’ she knew to be contrails, and she had watched a 

number of jets head slowly across the sky that morning already. She looked up to trace 

the path of the contrails and saw a light colored helicopter a couple of miles ahead 

moving west toward the mountains. They had spotted a small airfield over on the other 

side of Eagle Eye Road farther south the day before, so local air traffic didn’t surprise 

her.  

“Why didn’t we think of that?” Brit said to the others, pointing in the direction of 

the helicopter.  

Angie looked at the hovering craft in the distance and said, “Yeah, that would 

have been sweet. But we’d need a new financier for our expedition if we went in that 

direction. Our current guy is almost tapped out,” looking around at the horses. Brit could 

only imagine how much money her father had willingly invested in this trip to 

Wickenburg—the driving, the hotels, the horses, the restaurants, the supplies from 

Walmart, the days away from work—it was all adding up. She shuddered to think of him 

lying alone, very sick, in the dark in that two-star hotel, and a twinge of guilt shot through 

her. She also knew this was the last day of looking for Bea’s mine—for at least a few 

weeks anyway. Dad would need to get back to his real life after today; she had heard him 

promise Mom they would be home for sure tonight. She only hoped he would be well 

enough for the drive back. Brit had no intention of waiting additional weeks to get her 
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answers—The Kidz Clinic couldn’t wait that long—so she climbed back into the saddle 

and urged LS on down the trail.  

An hour later they stopped for water at the place Arty had designated, and soon 

found the hay he kept stockpiled. The horses took a fifteen-minute break while Brit and 

Serena explored the gullies on foot. Angie stayed with Jake near the horses. There was a 

very tall saguaro with a single crooked arm pointing down on one side and four pointing 

up on the other, and Brit wanted to get a closer look. She went around up on the hill to 

take a photo with the light streaming through the arms. It was a perfect shot. As she 

stepped higher to steady herself she heard a “fffweeewwww” sound that quickly took on 

a quick rhythmic quality, like a rattle.  

She froze for a second and glanced in the direction of the noise. A menacing face 

with two deadly fangs hanging down was atop an extended coil just three feet to her left. 

She knew that a rattlesnake could easily lash out and strike her from that distance, and 

instinctively moved three steps right without looking to see what might be in her path. 

She tripped over a patch of rocks and her foot went into a prickly pear cactus causing her 

to scream.  

Angie and Jake immediately looked in the direction of the scream, and Jake 

bolted up the hill as fast as he could run. Serena had watched the drama unfold from a 

mere eight feet away, and was backing away down the hill as Brit had let loose with her 

impression of the banshee. Serena too stumbled, landing on loose gravel. She was just 

getting to her knees as Jake appeared and she pointed in Brit’s general direction and 

shouted, “Snake!”  

Jake bounded for Brit and grabbed a stick he saw and jumped past the saguaro. 
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Although her foot hurt Brit was now able to scramble farther away from the direction of 

the snake, inspecting the path of her retreat this time. Serena and Angie grabbed Brit and 

lifted her to full height asking if she was all right while Jake placed himself between them 

and the snake and stretched the stick in the direction of the rattler. They all stood frozen 

in time and space in this standoff, and Serena’s eyes danced from one player to the next 

to see who would flinch, or attack first.  

Angie moved first and quickly aimed Brit down the hill and Jake immediately 

began to back away from the rattler, his improvised sword extended at the ready. Serena 

too glanced down to find a path of retreat and stepped carefully along the trail away from 

the saguaro and the serpent that was wound tightly and ready to spring just beyond it. As 

the intensity of the standoff decreased Jake looked down at Brit’s foot and asked, “Did he 

get you?”  

“I’m not sure,” she replied, hobbling as Angie helped her move. “I don’t think it 

got that close, but they move fast, and something got me. But I think it was just a cactus.”  

Jake looked down at Brit’s raised foot, seeing some cactus spines sticking from 

the top of her sneaker. A look of relief came to his face, for the first time since he had 

heard Brit scream. “I think you’re right about the cactus,” he said.  

They got a few more feet away and he helped her sit on a rock, checking the 

surrounding plants first for hiding snakes. She raised her wounded foot and put it on the 

edge of the rock beneath where she sat, and the needles hurt as she let the weight of her 

foot come to rest. Angie and Serena were just arriving and Serena asked if Brit was 

bitten.  
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“I don’t think so,” Jake said. 

“I think I stepped in a cactus,” Brit added, looking at her sore foot. 

Jake put his hand on a clear area of Brit’s sneaker and she flinched.  

“Hurt?” he asked.  

“Yeah.”  

Jake looked at the five spines sticking out of Brit’s shoe and said, “I know you’re 

gonna hate this, but we need to get those out.”  

Brit closed her eyes tightly, dreading the discomfort it foreshadowed. Jake felt 

around on the outside of his pockets and pulled out his pocketknife.  

Brit opened her eyes in time to see him thumbing through the blades on it and her 

eyes bulged as she exclaimed, “What are you gonna do with that?!”  

“No—it’s fine,” Jake assured her, “I’m just lookin’ for somethin’ to pull those 

spines out with.” He found some small pliers and smiled. He carefully put the pliers on 

one of the needles and told Brit to prepare for a sting. “I’m sorry, but those little barbs are 

hooked on the end—so they don’t come out easily. Taking them out is gonna hurt—but 

they gotta come out.” 

They already hurt, but any pressure or movement felt like she was being stabbed 

all over again, so Brit shut her eyes tightly and prepared for the worst. Jake grabbed the 

spine and tugged it out as carefully as he could. Brit jumped a little and cried out in pain 

as the invader was extracted from her foot and shoe. Serena and Angie both flinched, and 

walked behind Brit and put their hands on her shoulders to give comfort and strength for 

the next extraction. Jake readied the pliers and another came out, followed by another, 

then another. By the time he got the last one out Brit had tears rolling down her face, as 
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did Serena.  

“Let’s get Brit back to her horse,” Serena suggested, offering Brit a supportive 

arm. Jake moved around her and also offered her an arm and they supported her as she 

rose off the rock and began to walk, carefully keeping her weight off the wounded foot. 

The three of them hobbled together down the trail back to the horses, and helped Brit 

back up into the saddle.  

 



 

Chapter Twenty-Three — Shade for the Horses 
 

 

Saguaros had become sparse at the southern tip of the range, and the path was less 

hospitable, causing the horses to stumble at times. The temperature was tickling 110 and 

it wasn’t noon yet. Brit’s phone said the predicted high for the day was 116 degrees. That 

was hot, even for Arizona. She reached into the saddlebag and pulled out another bottle 

of water. There was no shade, and the sun was relentless. Dad had bought them all light, 

long sleeved shirts, and they had two bottles of sunblock whose SPF was rated “nuclear 

attack,” Dad had said. She had expected a thick tar to ooze out of the nozzle when she 

first tried it, but was pleasantly surprised to find a light and creamy lotion.  

A long ridge jutted out from the base of one of the low-lying hills. “It’ll be much 

easier to go over it rather than around,” Jake said.  

“Yep,” Angie agreed.  

The slope was rocky, but with some care the horses were able to make the 

shortcut easily, shaving at least a half hour off their trek. They descended the far side and 

followed the animal trails north again up into a long gulley.  

“This looks different,” Brit heard Angie say from the front of the caravan, behind 

Jake. She looked around and could see that there were signs of use of this area. As they 

got back into the bottom of the ravine there was a flat spot about twenty feet wide 

heading right up into the mountain. Every now and then Brit spied bits of disintegrating 

asphalt, and knew that something must have been up here many years earlier. This was 
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exactly what they would expect to find on the way to Bea’s mine. “Yeah, look over 

there,” Jake said, pointing ahead to the left. Brit started to raise herself in her stirrups to 

get a better look but a pain in her foot prevented her. She wondered if they’d gotten all of 

the cactus spines out.  

Their horses carried them higher up the timeworn, overgrown lane as saguaros on 

either side of the small valley stood with outstretched arms as silent sentinels pointing the 

way. A surreal feeling came over Brit as she looked from side to side and watched the 

saguaros as she passed. The blue sky with swirls of white clouds seemed to move around 

her and the magenta blooms on the fuzzy looking chollas appeared to glow like neon 

lights.  

“We’ve got to get into the shade,” Jake said. “And be sure to drink more water. 

I’m starting to feel a little light headed.”  

“Me too,” Angie said.  

Brit realized that the sun and heat were starting to get to her as well. She blinked 

and shook her head, trying to clear it. She looked down at LS and realized that she was 

very sweaty. Brit reached for another water bottle and emptied it on LS, pouring water 

over her mane and then her hindquarters. The young mare quaked a moment and gave out 

a little whinny which Brit took as a thank you. Brit drank the last gulp from the bottle and 

put the empty back into the saddlebag.  

“I see something up ahead,” Jake said, causing a small stir.  

“What is it?” Brit asked. 

“Not sure. Looks like some very old buildings. Really old.”  
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The horses seemed to recognize the excitement in their voices, and they picked up 

their pace. Brit used her good foot to lift herself as far as she could and saw the first sign 

of a caved in roof on the left about 400 yards ahead. A grin formed on her lips as she 

thought about the possibility that this might be Bea’s mine. She squeezed LS tighter with 

her knees and urged her to go a little faster with a couple of clicks of her tongue. The 

young mare responded and hastened forward nearly overtaking Angie. Angie’s horse 

noticed the pressure to move from behind and picked up his pace as well, and the two 

broke into a trot heading up the slight incline toward the ruins ahead.  

As they entered the widened area where the remains of some small buildings were 

fallen and strewn they could also see the remnants of an old timber platform against the 

left bank of the gulch. “It’s a mine, there,” Brit said pointing. Then looking right she said, 

“These buildings are where they used to process the ore and sleep.”  

They rode close to the mine’s entrance and could see that someone had long ago 

sealed the mine with what looked like metal mesh gates; little more than chain link fence 

on metal tubing frames. By the way the barriers were sagging and unsquared, it was 

obvious that they could no longer keep anyone out. A rusted old chain lying at the foot of 

the gate confirmed it. Jake dismounted first and came to Brit to assist her. She pulled her 

right leg over as he lifted her weight and helped her to the ground.  

“I think it’s okay now. Let’s just get going as fast as we can,” she said.  

“Alright,” Jake said. “But first, let’s get the horses into some shade. We’ll be out 

of the sun soon enough,” indicating toward the mineshaft. He headed toward the 

dilapidated building.  

Serena got off of her horse and held the reins as she came to Brit. “Do you think 
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this is Bea’s mine.”  

“I’m not sure,” Brit replied. “I have a good feeling about this place. I think this 

could be it.”  

“Well,” Angie said, looking at the mine entrance, “it may or may not be the right 

mine; but even if it is, we’re a long way from finding the gold Bea talked about.”  

“Okay, bring the horses over here,” Jake called from a building with the roof half 

caved in. “There’s enough shade for them, and an old bowl we can use for water.”  

Brit wrinkled her nose and wondered what kind of old bowl he could have found 

that would be usable after all these years. Angie and Serena each gave her an arm and she 

hobbled over to the building where Jake had taken his horse and LS. Jake was taking a 

couple of water jugs down from his horse’s saddle and pouring the water into a white 

basin that looked surprisingly clean to Brit.  

“Where did you find that?” she asked.  

“Over there, sticking out of those shelves,” he said, nodding toward the corner 

where Brit could see some old shelves that had long since fallen out of place. She could 

see a gap where the old bowl had been.  

The water poured into the bowl and seemed quite refreshing to Brit. She almost 

wanted to jump into the middle of it, although she couldn’t have gotten more than her 

face and hands in. Jake held up the heavy bowl for his horse to drink from, then moved 

over to LS, then the last two. He set the bowl on the floor and let them take turns 

drinking.  

“Alright,” Jake said, “the horses are in good shape. Let’s look around.”  
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Brit took off immediately for the entrance of the mine. The others followed 

closely and they all stopped when they got to the shaft’s opening and looked at the gates. 

Indeed, rust had eaten away at the hinges and frames to the point that they had collapsed 

at the middle several years earlier. The rusty old chain that had once kept locals and 

tourists from exploring the shaft was lying dead on the ground, never to serve its ordained 

purpose again. Brit kicked at the chain with the toe of her shoe. Jake was looking at the 

hinges of the gate on the right side while Angie looked at the center where the two sides 

came together.  

“That’s funny,” Jake said. 

“What’s that?” Serena asked, standing beside him. 

“Here,” he said, pointing to the ground, “it looks like someone has been in here.”  

In fact, there were recent marks in the dirt making it look like others had been 

through the entrance recently. The ground was too hard to see the outline of footprints, 

but they could tell that it had been disturbed—“scraped” as Jake put it.  

Brit walked back to the horses and got out her map of the mine and brought it 

back to the others. She opened it and showed it to them, and all heads looked right at the 

same time as they remembered there was a second shaft only a couple of hundred feet to 

the right on Bea’s mine. They all started walking together in that direction until they 

came upon what had once been the mouth of a mineshaft. Instead, it was filled with 

boulders and rubble.  

“Looks like they blasted it,” Jake said. 

“Why would they do that?” Serena wondered. 

“They actually did that a lot,” Brit said. “To keep people out. Or to prevent an 
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injury or death in an unstable or dangerous zone. Maybe they decided to seal the mine 

when they left, then changed their minds after they blasted this side. Hard to say.”  

Brit looked at the map again and could see that it was basically shaped like an H 

inside, with the connecting tunnel cutting through the middle. “I wonder if they caved in 

any other sections,” she said.  

They all walked back to the gated entrance and made their way past the flimsy 

gates, stepping just inside. They could see that there was nothing fancy about the entrance 

shaft of the mine. It was just bare rock on all sides, and it wasn’t very big. Brit shuddered 

looking into the empty darkness. How could she go deep into the bowels of this mountain 

where there was no natural light or even electricity? She would have to pack extra 

batteries for her flashlight. Somehow Brit had imagined the shaft to be taller and wider, 

with rails in the ground to transport ore out of the mine. That wasn’t the case. It was only 

about six feet wide, which didn’t seem like there was much room for equipment or even 

animals to do the hauling.  

Brit walked deeper into the shaft, watching the floor as closely as the ceiling for 

whatever might be lurking inside. She suddenly felt her entire face covered with 

something and jumped back, wildly flailing her flashlight to free herself of . . . spider 

webs. Blaaaugh! she spit, trying to get them out of her mouth. She quickly looked 

around, making sure no one had seen or heard her. “Not very chill,” she laughed, thinking 

of how she must have looked just now. She shined her light into the remaining part of the 

web and saw a shiny little black reflection up in the corner. She focused on it and could 

see a small, red portion shaped a little like an hourglass on its underside. She shuddered 
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again. “Black widow.”  

Brit carefully walked a little deeper into the dark mineshaft, shining her light 

carefully ahead. Bats, she thought, looking into the scary darkness, wondering if a flock 

of them might come screeching past her at any second. “Or rats,” she murmured quietly, 

sweeping the ground ahead with her eyes and light. She walked a little deeper into the 

mine and it took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dimming light. The temperature 

was already noticeably cooler, even this close to the entrance.  

Brit walked back out and the heat of the day hit her in the face as she approached 

the daylight, and she suddenly looked forward to the cool embrace of the mine as soon as 

they could get their gear and get back inside.  

“We’ll be needing our lights, food and water,” Brit said to the others, stepping 

through the rusted gate and crossing the narrow ‘street’ to the old wooden buildings. 

“And I hate to be the mom, but this is serious. It could be very dangerous back in there, 

and we’re in a bad place for cell phone reception. I just checked.” The others looked at 

their phones finding no reception. They all stepped to the dilapidated building where the 

horses were being kept and collected backpacks, lights, food and water—enough to last 

for a couple of days it seemed.  

Brit saw that the horses would be in the shade for a couple of hours at the rate the 

sun was moving, and poured a second jug of water into the basin and pushed it into an 

area where the horses could drink without stepping on it.  

“Won’t they be too hot here?” Angie asked. “Even in the shade?”  

Brit thought for a moment, and said, “Well, if you think about it, they live just a 

few miles from here, and are never inside the house where they have air conditioning. I 
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didn’t see any a/c units out in the stables. So I think they’re actually used to the heat—

they live in it for months every year.”  

Angie and the others nodded in agreement.  

“Maybe if it gets any hotter, we can tie them up in the mine,” Brit offered. “I 

noticed it was starting to feel much cooler in there when I went in a ways.”  

Hearing that, Serena and Angie took off with their lights and water, rushing 

toward the mine entrance. Brit and Jake gathered their supplies and put them into the 

backpacks they had been wearing all day, and slung them across their backs. They headed 

toward the mine entrance, and Brit looked back at the horses twice before wriggling back 

through the small space between the rusted gates.  

 



 

Chapter Twenty-Four — The Glitter of Gold 
 

 

Brit and Jake walked in front of Angie and Serena, exploring every chiseled 

surface of the mineshaft with their flashlights as they moved slowly along. Brit had been 

right about the temperature dropping fairly quickly once inside. The cool brought them 

sudden relief from the furnace they had been in for hours. Although Brit was thrilled to 

finally be in Bea’s mine—or what she hoped with all her heart was Bea’s mine—she 

wasn’t at all sure what she was looking for. Indeed, the walls were all roughhewn bare 

stone and reflected nothing in the beam of her light that promised vast reserves of gold.  

“So what are we looking for?” Angie was the first to ask.  

“Not really sure,” Brit said. “Since I heard about Bea’s gold mine I’ve been 

wondering if we’d walk in and find a vein of gold. I really have no idea where to look or 

what to look for.”  

“I guess we should just take a quick run through the entire mine and see what’s in 

here first,” Jake suggested.  

The others nodded in agreement as they crept along the shaft shining their lights 

in every direction. Around a hundred and fifty feet into the mineshaft they began to see 

ahead that the walls of the mine were no longer just bare rock. Timbers had been erected 

to support the sides and ceiling of the shaft.  

This deep in the mine their flashlights were the only source of light, and Brit was 

sure to light every corner as often as possible to keep the darkness at bay. Jake 
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approached the new section cautiously and looked at the first set of supports. “These are 

really old,” he said, putting a hand on a vertical support beam against the wall. He shined 

his light up the timber and across the top beam that was actually thicker than the sides.  

“Look how it’s bowed over the years,” Serena said, shining her light for the others 

to see. “And see the rot up in there? It’s flaking away the entire length of the beam.”  

“I’m not sure it’s safe enough for us to go beyond this point,” Angie said.  

“Oh no,” Brit said. “We’ve come way too far to just stop here. We need to find 

out what Bea meant when she told our Grandma and Grandpa that their treasure would be 

here.”  

Jake aimed his beam at the rotting portions of the support timbers going up the 

side of the walls. “It looks like it should have caved in decades ago. The cracks in the 

ceiling and the rubble all around on the floor—if these timbers give out, the entire mine 

could cave in.”  

Brit looked around and thought about the problem of moving forward. “Look, 

we’re walking on solid rock,” she said. “Except for the debris from the mining days and 

some that’s fallen from the ceiling; so as long as we don’t touch the sides, or any of the 

timbers, we should be okay.” Jake aimed his light down and zig-zagged the beam up the 

floor of the shaft until it disappeared into the distance, looking for obstructions along the 

way. “See, it’s all pretty clear,” Brit said. “As long as we’re really careful to just walk in 

the middle and not touch the wood, we should be all right.”  

Within a minute of edging their way deeper into the shaft the timbers on the right 

side became more numerous, and they stopped to inspect. Jake stood on his tiptoes and 
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held his flashlight high as he pointed it down over a timber and said, “It looks like a room 

or something.”  

“There’s a doorway over here,” Angie said as she stepped ahead and shined her 

light into an open area. Brit and Serena caught up and stood behind her as she lit the 

room up with her light. The space seemed to be a hollowed out storage area, and it still 

had some wooden crates and metal equipment inside. Jake inspected the timbers carefully 

to make sure the area was safe, but hesitated to go in. Brit was glad. “We’ll just keep 

clear of this room he said,” stepping back and shining his light deeper into the main 

mineshaft.  

Within a short distance they noticed that the timbers were no longer being used to 

buttress the mine, and the rock walls and ceiling appeared to be flawless again, just as it 

had been for the first one hundred and fifty feet. They felt some relief about the 

improvement in the safety of this part of the mine, and picked up their pace as they 

headed deeper into the mountain. They soon came to an intersecting shaft on the right 

wall and Jake said, “This must be that cross-cut tunnel we saw on the map, connecting 

these two shafts. It’s looking more like Bea’s mine all the time.”  

Brit shined her light beam into the shaft, and it looked seriously spooky as she 

strained to see back into the nothingness. She was glad she was surrounded by friends. 

Brit took off her backpack and unzipped the pocket where she kept the printouts, and 

pulled out the map of the mine. Serena helped her hold it out and Jake shined his light on 

the map so they could all see.  

“Yeah. See here?” Jake said, pointing to the cross-cut tunnel on the map. “Unless 

there’s another one that didn’t make it on the map, this is the only way over to the other 



212	 BRIT AXTON: A Golden Legacy  
By James Thompson and Brigitte Thompson	

	
	
	
shaft.”  

“The good news is,” Brit said, “this is Bea’s mine.”  

“I think you’re right,” Serena agreed. “Three or four matches with the map 

already. It seems to be the same.”  

“Which way should we go?” Angie asked.  

Jake looked at Brit and she nodded in the direction they had been going already. 

“Okay, let’s go down as far as we can, then return here and cut over to the north shaft.” 

Everyone nodded and the team turned and continued to inch their way deeper into the 

first shaft of the mine.  

Other than occasional clutter, there was nothing of real interest to Brit in the mine 

as they penetrated its depths. Her disappointment began to grow as a sense of futility 

began to overtake her. There was simply nothing of interest to be seen. Brit shined her 

light in every direction and looked for the smallest reflection that might return a ‘hit’ of 

something of interest—but there was nothing.  

The crew finally came to the end of the shaft and turned back in disappointment 

and returned to the point where they had encountered the cross-cut tunnel. Heading north 

through the cross-cut tunnel now they kept a keen eye out for anything that was unusual. 

Brit had learned through many years of watching television mystery and detective 

programs that this was the important characteristic of the finest television sleuths—the 

ability to pick out the unexpected, or the unusual, no matter how subtle. Things in books 

and movies often didn’t translate well to real life, however; a lesson she had discovered 

and rediscovered many times. She wondered if that would be the case now, deep in the 
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bowels of this antique gold mine in the middle of the desert.  

As they approached what they estimated to be the halfway point of the crosscut 

tunnel, they came upon something they had not expected. On the left side of the cross-

shaft was what appeared at first to be another intersecting shaft. They stopped and looked 

at the map again to make sure they had not missed something, but there was nothing there 

indicating a small shaft off of the linking tunnel. They shined their lights in and saw that 

the new shaft did not go very far back.  

“Looks like about thirty feet,” Jake said, waving his light into its depths. He 

raised his beam and checked out the ceiling and walls just as a black mass began to 

descend from the dark ceiling. Brit and the others froze, eyes fixed on the moving swarm 

of— 

“Bats!” Brit cried out. She hit the unforgiving ground with a hard slap of her 

body, and could feel someone’s arm hit the top of her leg a second later. She reached up 

and pulled her baseball cap tight down on her face and covered her neck with her hands.  

Angie was screaming by now, and Jake was gurgling something about “flying 

monkeys.” Just then the fluttering of hundreds of little wings filled her ears and a 

confused flurry of high pitched squeaking bounced off the walls of the mine. Only a few 

seconds later the bats had all passed by, and they heard them flying away in the direction 

from which the troupe had just come. Brit raised her head from the floor of the mine and 

lifted the bill of her ball cap so she could see. She aimed her flashlight around and looked 

at the others, finding that Serena had landed on top of Jake with her face buried under his 

backpack, and Angie was somewhere behind Brit, piled on her leg.  

The four of them lay on the floor of the mine for a moment longer, spitting out 
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dirt and who-knew-what that had been kicked up into their faces during the air assault. 

Brit pushed herself up with her arms, and said, “Is everyone all right?”  

Her light was on Serena, but she heard three voices respond “Yeah,” as Serena’s 

lips mouthed it.  

“Flying monkeys?” Angie asked. 

“Where do you think we are,” Serena jabbed at Jake, “the Land of Oz?”  

“I was referring to the flying monkey that hit me from behind, and landed right in 

the middle of my back,” he said, pushing himself off the floor of the cave and 

straightening his sore back. The four of them stood and checked to make sure they and 

their equipment were in good condition.  

Brit shined her light back into the short shaft again and began moving cautiously 

forward. As they walked in deeper it was clear that this had been something of a last 

minute attempt by the miners to find gold. It hadn’t been mucked out very well, and the 

walls and ceiling were very rough. It was much shorter and narrower than the main 

shafts, and they had to watch their heads to avoid bumps. “Maybe they found something 

in here just before they closed the mine,” Brit said hopefully. “Maybe one of the miners 

kept it a secret, and just told Bea about it.”  

Four light beams scoured the cluttered cavern, and with the dust they kicked up 

floating in the air it looked like a spectacle from a Spielberg movie, giving Brit a shiver. 

They walked to the back of the short shaft, and inspected every surface for signs of gold, 

or even quartz, something that Brit had learned from a television show was usually 

present with gold; but they saw nothing that would indicate any success in this gallery. 
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Brit’s disappointment grew as the hope she had experienced when they found this 

unrecorded shaft was dashed by the reality of its barrenness.  

They turned back and continued north in the crosscut tunnel shaft toward the 

second shaft. The temperature was much cooler than Brit had expected, and Angie 

noticed when she began to shiver. “Did you put your sweater in your backpack?” she 

asked.  

“I was sure I wouldn’t need a sweater today,” Brit said sheepishly.  

Jake pulled his backpack off and unzipped the main compartment, pulling out a 

blue striped shirt and handed it to Brit. She took it and held it up, noting how large it was. 

No matter, it would be warm, and the long sleeves were an unexpected bonus, although 

she had to roll them twice to make them fit. “Thanks,” she said to Jake with a smile. 

Serena was just buttoning her own extra shirt, and although it was short-sleeved, she 

looked like she felt instantly warmer. She winked at Brit as Brit donned the oversized 

shirt, hiding it so the others couldn’t see, and Brit’s face flushed. As soon as they were on 

their way again, Brit reached out and gave Serena a light spank on the arm for insinuating 

that she liked wearing Jake’s shirt.  

The crew arrived at the north shaft and Jake turned left to explore the deepest end. 

They worked their way down about eighty feet until they ran into another rough section 

propped up with ancient, rotting timbers.  

“Looks much worse than the other section,” Jake said, checking the beams out 

with his light. “Look at that,” he added, aiming his light further into the mineshaft. They 

all turned their light beams on the distant timbers and could see a lot of debris on the 

floor beneath badly sagging timbers. “I don’t think we’d better go back there.”  
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“But it could be back there,” Brit said. 

“What could be back there?” Jake asked. 

Serena and Angie turned to look at her as well. She stood there looking back at 

them, almost angry that they would even ask such a question, but she realized that she 

didn’t really have an answer for them. Not a specific answer anyway. “I don’t know for 

sure. I’m just sure that Bea would have made it somewhat clear to Grandma and Grandpa 

when they came here after her death.”  

Jake, Serena and Angie all thought of immediate responses to counter Brit’s 

assertion, and they would have all made perfect sense. But they were all here for the same 

reason: not because there were any guarantees or logical conclusions, but because they 

were hopeful they would find something to clear up the mystery Bea had set into motion 

so many years ago in her library. No one spoke.  

They returned their beams of light to the crumbling tunnel before them and Jake 

edged forward, saying, “You stay here. I’ll check it out. If anything happens, get help.” 

They respected his instructions and allowed him to move slowly and carefully into the 

debris-strewn shaft. A few minutes later he said from the darkness, “It’s gotten better 

here. It’s a mess in the middle there. You stay right where you are. I’ll go ahead and 

check things out. Stay put.”  

“Okay,” Brit called back trying to shine her light to see him, but finding nothing 

but darkness at the end of her beam. Another shiver went through her thinking about Jake 

alone back there in the darkness. The three of them stood silent, listening for any sounds 

that Jake might make as he plunged the depths of the north shaft. Brit finally spoke, 
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saying, “We’ll check out this last leg in a few minutes, as soon as he gets back,” flashing 

her light back into the shaft behind them. Serena and Angie nodded in agreement, careful 

to remain silent in the event Jake said something or called for help.  

Brit pulled out the map of the mine again and read every word, trying to see 

everything from as many angles as possible. Deep in thought she was startled when 

Angie finally said, “I hear him coming.” Brit listened and could now hear the quiet clicks 

and echoes coming from deep in the mine.  

“Is that you, Jake?” she called out.  

“Miss me?” she heard a voice from the distant blackness. 

Brit was relieved. She waited a minute then asked, “Did you find anything?”  

Jake’s figure was now beginning to take a ghostly form in the distant reaches of 

their flashlight beams. He walked a few more steps before saying, “It’s in pretty bad 

shape down there. But I didn’t see any sign of gold.”  

Brit immediately turned and illuminated the mineshaft behind her, ready to move 

on. She was anxious as Jake arrived, and listened to his report as they trudged ahead 

shining their lights in every direction for signs of Bea’s treasure. A few minutes later they 

came to a massive pile of rocks and rubble entirely blocking the shaft ahead.  

“This is where they blew up the entrance, isn’t it?” Serena said, not needing 

anyone’s confirmation.  

“Yep, this is it,” Jake agreed.  

The four of them stopped and looked at the cave-in with their lights, trying to 

discover any possible reason the miners might have had for blocking it in this way, and if 

it could have anything to do with Bea’s treasure. They heard a squeak and all four beams 



218	 BRIT AXTON: A Golden Legacy  
By James Thompson and Brigitte Thompson	

	
	
	
were instantly trained on the rubble where the sound had come from.  

“Rats!” Angie beat them all.  

The four took steps back in unison, as though part of a synchronized dance team. 

In the beams of light they counted four rats scurrying away, disappearing in the piled 

rubble.  

“Yuk,” Serena blurted, adding a “Blaughk” and a shudder.  

“We’ve seen everything but snakes in here,” Jake laughed nervously, his face still 

wrinkled as he watched the rubble for signs of vermin. Brit saw his face change and he 

said “The other shaft was closed with a gate, so was there any reason for them to 

dynamite this section to close it permanently?”  

The others didn’t respond, but continued to scour the rubble with their lights, 

trying to find any possible reason for the purposeful cave-in.  

After a full five minutes of looking at the blasted rocks Angie finally said, “Okay, 

that’s it. This is the end of the road—or mine. Let’s go back.”  

Brit was devastated. She had come all this way. She had found the map, and had 

found this mine that belonged to Bea’s family. And although she had never been sure 

what she might find inside, she had been sure that Bea had left something behind for her 

grandparents and she would find whatever it was. But now they had reached the end of 

the mine, and had carefully looked at every square foot of its interior. She sighed and felt 

the very joy of life leave her body. It was over. They would leave, and probably never 

return. Why would they?—there was nothing here.  

The four of them made their way back through the mineshafts, retracing their 
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steps through the cross-cut tunnel, making a left at the original shaft, and heading back 

toward the entrance where they had first begun their exploration. Brit was nearly in tears. 

The Clinic, The House and . . . the kids. They were all counting on her, although they 

didn’t even know it. She had to save them, and she had been sure she would. Now, there 

was nowhere left to search. She couldn’t think of anything else she could do. She had 

failed.  

Brit began thinking about what lay beyond the gate, welcoming the heat that 

awaited them. She had become cold, inside and out. The poor kids at The House. Was 

that all over too? A twinge of guilt rushed through her as she realized their horses had 

been standing out in that heat for more than an hour while they had been chilled in these 

frosty caverns searching for Bea’s treasure. At least the horses had been resting in the 

shade, she thought, relieving her conscience a little.  

Brit’s eyes watched the ground as they picked their way through the rubble on the 

floor of the mine and she hadn’t even noticed that they were approaching the hazardous 

section that had long ago been reinforced with timbers.  

“It’s not as bad as the section I went through alone,” Jake said, stopping for a 

moment to look at the rotting timbers, “but we still need to be careful.”  

“Yeah,” Angie agreed, “that first arch looks like the worst one.”  

Brit had been lost in her thoughts but suddenly snapped back to consciousness of 

what was going on around her. She shined her light on Jake ahead and said, “What did 

you guys say?”  

They all stopped and Jake turned around and put his light on Brit and said, “That 

first arch. It looks really bad. We’d better be careful going through here.”  
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Brit stared at him as the three of them stared back at her. They stood in silence for 

a few seconds, then Serena blurted, “The arch! As in gold arch.”  

 



 

Chapter Twenty-Five — So Very, Very Tired 
 

 

“That’s exactly right,” Brit said, quickly scanning the old timbers ahead with her 

flashlight. She walked forward to get a better look at them, shining her light along the 

edges as she followed each arch up one side, across the top, and down the other. Jake and 

Angie were doing the same, nearly frantic in their realization that Bea may have meant 

these timber arches in the gold mine.  

As the others searched the timbers Brit took a moment to look at the map again, 

and there it was clearly written—“Our treasure lies over the gold arches.” These were 

indeed arches in a gold mine—gold arches. “Look in the tops,” she ordered, shining her 

light at the top crossbeams of the arches. “It says, ‘lies over the gold arches,’ not golden 

arches.”  

Jake stood as tall as he could and aimed his light into the wooden cross-members. 

“I just can’t get up quite high enough to see.”  

“Maybe we could bring in a horse and you could see up there sitting on it,” 

Serena suggested.  

Angie’s eyes lit up, but Brit said, “No, these timbers are rotten, and one bump 

against the supports could bring the whole mine crashing down on us.”  

Angie was disappointed, but nodded in agreement as she inspected the support 

timber to her right. “Yeah, this one has had it. I’m surprised it’s still holding itself up, let 

alone the top timber holding up that rock ceiling.”  
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Brit thought for a moment, then said, “Maybe there’s something to stand on. 

Remember the crates and equipment back in that little storage room just on the other 

side?”  

Jake took off cautiously through the dangerous section of the timber-reinforced 

shaft to search the storage room for something to stand on. The girls waited alone with 

only their beams of light to illuminate the mineshaft. Brit’s worries of being in the dark 

cavern were almost a distant memory at this point. Excitement and anticipation had 

replaced her anxiety. A minute later Jake returned carrying a simple wood box in one 

hand. They started at the first timber archway deepest in the shaft and Jake stood on the 

box and looked along the top edge of the badly sagging timber, feeling very carefully 

with his hand occasionally where he couldn’t get a good look.  

“Careful,” Brit cautioned, “you don’t want to find a scorpion, the hard way.”  

“And you don’t wanna do anything to shake that timber loose,” Serena added. 

“We need to be extra careful touching these timbers.”  

Jake withdrew his hand and aimed his light better into the crevices. He stepped 

down from the box and moved it sideways to the right and climbed back on and inspected 

that section of the timber. The other three were gathered around watching closely as Jake 

methodically examined each timber, filled with hope he would find something left behind 

by Bea over ten years earlier—perhaps much longer ago than that.  

Brit looked around this badly decayed part of the mine and wondered if Bea had 

actually come here herself. Even twenty years ago it couldn’t have been in great shape, 

she thought. She then wondered if Bea might have sent someone to complete the task she 
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could not do herself. Maybe she never got the opportunity to send anyone. Brit forced the 

thought out of her mind.  

Brit’s attention was drawn back to Jake when he suddenly said, “I think I can see 

something in there.”  

“What is it?” Brit asked, hoping the question would spur him to quicker action.  

Jake didn’t answer, but handed his flashlight to Brit to free both of his own hands. 

He reached up and felt inside saying, “I’m not sure, but I did see a reflection when I 

flashed my light in here. Yeah—there’s something—” His voiced became strained as he 

struggled in an awkward position rising higher on his tiptoes to gain leverage.  

Jake reached in and put both hands on the object and Brit warned, “Be very 

careful. That timber isn’t as bad as some of the others, but it’s very old and dangerous.”  

Jake pulled on the object, then started rocking it back and forth with both hands. 

Whatever was lodged above the timber seemed to be putting up a pretty good fight as 

Jake grunted his determination to free it from its hiding place.  

“Remember,” Serena advised again, “these cross beams are all that’s holding up 

the ceiling here, so work it carefully. It won’t do us any good if they find us crushed next 

to a gazillion dollars in gold.”  

Jake continued to work the wedged-in object and his body rocked repeatedly from 

right to left as it appeared to loosen a little and edge closer to him. Brit could almost taste 

the sweet savor of victory as she watched Jake struggle with the prize above, hoping 

beyond hope that this was what Bea had spoken about all those years ago. It was unclear 

how much gold could be stored in what appeared to be a very small space, but the very 

presence of a container of some kind up in the top of the “gold arch” as Bea had called it, 
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signaled fulfillment of an earnest promise of treasure made decades ago by a very 

grateful friend.  

“How big is it?” Brit asked anxiously.  

Jake didn’t answer immediately, but his hand slipped and a chunk of rotten wood 

flew over Serena’s head causing the girls to turn and watch it fly all the way to the 

ground.  

“Easy,” Angie said. We’re not in that big of hurry.”  

Jake took a breath and said, “It feels about the same size as the metal box the map 

was in, from the way you described it. Those must have been popular boxes in the day.” 

The girls looked on in anticipation. “I’ve almost got it,” he finally panted. “You may 

wanna stand back a little.”  

Serena immediately took three steps back, but Brit didn’t budge. Jake readjusted 

his position and reached back up into the dark area above the old timber, and began the 

final death match struggle with the treasure box. It only took him a few seconds and 

without warning he flew backwards off the wooden box and hit Brit squarely as they both 

crashed to the solid rock floor, landing in loose rubble with a dull thud and a groan. The 

metal box hit the ground a second after they did, and Brit heard it bounce three times 

before it skidded to a halt at Serena’s feet. Angie shined her light at the pile of Jake and 

Brit tangled together on the floor then back up at the timber as it let out a long groan then 

a loud crack.  

“Get back!” Angie shouted jumping toward the others as some rocks and dirt 

tumbled to the place they had been standing only seconds earlier. Serena ran forward and 
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grabbed Jake and Brit by the shirts and pulled them with her as she backed away from the 

falling rubble, aided by their feet scooting them along as quickly as possible. Angie 

scooped up the metal box and they all scrambled deeper into the mine together, stopping 

and watching to see if the ceiling would continue to cave in. After the first few rocks fell, 

it stopped, and they watched for another minute to see if it would start again.  

“Quick,” Brit finally said, “let’s get back on the other side in case it decides to 

cave in.” They all walked very carefully through the few rocks that had just fallen and 

made it past the reinforced section where it seemed safe again. Jake motioned to Serena 

to hand him the metal box and she gave it to him as they all watched with their lights 

focused on the lid.  

Brit was becoming impatient and said, “What’s in it? Open it up!”  

Jake looked at it and began to reach for the metal latch on the front, but was 

immediately distracted by a squeaking sound coming from above them. He shot his light 

upward and looked at the crossbeams. A small amount of rubble fell a couple of feet in 

front of him and he followed it with his light as it hit the floor. It wasn’t much, but the 

squeaking sound coming from above them was enough to send them another sixty feet 

toward the entrance of the mine.  

Brit watched anxiously as Jake began to put his finger under the latch, then he 

hesitated and looked directly at her. “Brit, you open it,” he said, handing the box to her.  

Brit looked at him, then down at the metal file box he held. All flashlights were 

on the box again, so Brit took it and reached for the latchet. The first thing she noticed 

was how light the box felt in her hands. There was obviously no gold inside, which was 

more than a little disappointing. She suddenly thought of a story where people search for 
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treasure, only to find a note that said something like “Peace on Earth,” or something lame 

like that. It sounded good in the story, but in real life, it would suck to find a dumb note 

with a message. That wouldn’t keep the doors open at the Clinic. She unlocked the latch 

on the front and slowly opened the lid.  

They shined their lights inside and on the top was a folded paper, which Brit took 

out. Beneath it were stacks of old, folded papers. She opened the top paper and it was a 

handwritten note addressed to “William and Naomi Axton,” causing her heart to pound. 

Brit handled the sheet with reverence as she brought it into the light and began to read.  

Dearest William and Naomi Axton,  

I’m tired—so very, very tired. I have done everything I can to 

enjoy the life that’s been dealt to me. The few years I was able to spend 

with my Frank were splendid, but cut short far too soon. The remaining 

years of struggle with my brothers have robbed me of any residual joy I 

might have found, and I have reached the point that I know I will not be 

able to go on very much longer. I have hired a local man, who used to be 

with the scouts, to do this last favor for me—to place this treasure that I 

promised you, in the arches of the gold mine I gave you. If you’re 

reading this, I guess you’ve remembered my promise, and believed me 

when I made it. I know that no one else would have. The contents of this 

box contain everything that I and my mother could gather together, and 

although I was unable to use it to completely resist the evil of my 

brothers, I was able to keep them at bay. I’m hoping that you will be 

able to use it to help your own family and fund worthy causes as you see 

fit.  

I know that we shall probably not meet again before I go, but let 

me thank you one last time for your kindness when the world seemed 

only unkind.  
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Forever Yours, Bea Collins  

 

Brit fought the tears that pressed against her eyes for escape. She glanced up and 

could see that each of her companions was likewise touched by Bea’s letter. Glistening 

eyes quickly looked away and down again into the contents of the metal box. Brit 

refolded the letter as it had been for so many years, and used her free hand to thumb 

through the uniform stack of folded papers in the box. She pulled the first few out and 

opened the one on the top of the stack.  

A hushed gasp went through them as the opened paper revealed a printed sheet 

with intricate designs, especially around the borders. In the center at the top was an eagle, 

which caused Brit to smile as she recalled that they were in an area that revered the noble 

bird. Around the edges was a thick, ornate border in dark green, making the whole sheet 

look like a giant dollar bill. In the upper right corner was printed the number “1,000” and 

below it the word “SHARES,” and across the page just below the eagle were the words, 

“Great Western Holdings Unlimited.”  

“These are stock certificates,” Jake said.  

“To Bea’s family’s company,” Brit added. 

“How many are there?” Serena asked, reaching a hand into the box and flipping 

the folded certificates with her fingers. 

Brit pulled them all out and opened a few at random intervals. They were all the 

same, one thousand shares per sheet. She quickly counted them and said, “Seventy-five.”  

“Seventy-five thousand shares of stock in Bea’s family’s company?” Jake asked. 

“It looks that way,” Angie agreed.  
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“And these are voting shares,” Jake added. “See, it says it right there.” 

Brit was thinking fast and asked, “How many total shares do you think there are 

in the company?” “I did a report in school,” Jake said, “and I saw several of these old 

stock certificates on the Internet, but they were mostly in one hundred share units. One 

thousand seems like a lot. Of course, it’s a privately held corporation, so they could set it 

up any way they wanted to.”  

“Did your report say anything about how many shares there were in a corporation 

like this in the old days?” Brit demanded.  

“I don’t know,” Jake stuttered, “If I had to guess, I think they usually had a 

hundred-thousand or less.”  

“Wait a min—” Brit started to say, then she stared at the stocks without speaking 

for a second. “Seventy-five of one-hundred. Got seventy-five of one-hundred. That’s 

what Bea’s note said in the papers that were stolen. She must have been talking about 

these.” The four youths looked at the contents of the box and Brit spoke for them. “She 

was saying that she got her hands on seventy-five thousand shares out of the hundred-

thousand that exist. It sounds like whoever holds this seventy-five thousand shares of 

stock, controls the entire company. It’s worth hundreds of millions of dollars.”  

“I’ll hold that for you,” Angie offered, sticking out her hand with a greedy smile.  

Jake thought about it and said, “I think you’re right. This box may represent the 

controlling interest in Great Western Holdings Unlimited. You . . . I mean, your grandma 

is rich!”  

“Wow.” Brit exhaled. “No wonder they were so paranoid about anyone snooping 
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around. Bea must have held this over their heads for all those years; and even then, it was 

all she could do to stay alive and keep her brothers at bay. I do recall something about a 

proxy fight just after Bea’s brothers were killed, but didn’t realize that Bea actually had 

this kind of ammo for the war.”  

“And all just before Bea’s sudden death,” Serena added.  

Brit thought about it, then added, “And I’ll bet she’d already had the stock 

certificates delivered here to the mine when that was goin’ down, but when her brothers 

were killed, their sons got to her before she had a chance to send someone back here so 

she could—”  

“Get the stock in hand and take over the company,” Jake finished.  

“So let me get this straight,” Angie said, “Whoever has these stocks in their hand, 

actually holding them, can take over the Hastings’ company.”  

“That’s what I got out of it, yeah,” Jake said.  

“Well now I can see why someone was so interested in going through Bea’s 

belongings after her death,” Brit said.  

“And why they became so interested in Grandma’s house after Brit said 

something at the newspaper office,” Serena added.  

“And why they followed us—” Brit started to say, but stopped and listened, 

causing the others to attune their ears for unexpected noises as well.  

Brit lowered her eyebrows and cocked her head. “Do you hear that? What is that 

sound?”  

Serena spoke up next. “I do hear something. It’s like a hum, or a rumble.” As the 

sound grew louder the four of them could tell it was coming from the direction of the 
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mine’s entrance, over a hundred feet ahead. 

“Whatta you think it is?” Angie asked. 

“I’m not sure,” Jake answered. “It almost sounds like a—a helicopter,” he finally 

finished with a surprised look on his face. 

“Remember that helicopter that we saw this morning?” Brit asked. 

“Maybe they thought we were lost in here,” Serena said. “Maybe it’s a rescue 

chopper.”  

Jake and Brit frowned at one another, knowing that rescue helicopters don’t just 

hang around in the desert, checking in on adventurers every few hours. Given the events 

in Oregon, they were concerned that the trouble may have followed them here.  

 



 

Chapter Twenty-Six — Dead End 
 

 

The roar of the helicopter’s pounding rotor blades outside made it difficult to 

communicate, even inside the mineshaft. The closer they got to the entrance, the louder it 

was, and they feared the horses would be terribly spooked.  

“I see the blades—it’s up on the ridge,” Brit shouted. She could see that Jake was 

very concerned as he kneeled in the entrance so he could see up on the ridge as well.  

“That’s not the kind of place a tour helicopter would land,” he said loudly. “It just 

doesn’t look safe.”  

All four of them crouched on the ground in the shadow, watching the ridge to see 

who would step out into the clear. Brit took some comfort in the knowledge that they 

couldn’t be seen in the dark just inside the entrance by anyone up on that ridge. She 

removed her backpack and put Bea’s metal box inside, burying it under the other contents 

she was packing around. Just then Jake jumped back.  

“I saw two of them,” he said. “They’re wearing ski masks.”  

“In this heat?” Angie said. The implication seemed clear enough. Whoever it was 

coming down from the helicopter wasn’t there to check on their welfare. Jake edged 

forward and looked outside again.  

“Yeah, they’re walking down the ridge. They’re coming.” The noise from the 

helicopter had begun to subside, and they knew it was winding down.  

“Did they have guns?” Brit asked. 
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“Guns?” Serena repeated. 

“They’re wearing ski masks in the desert in the middle of a hundred and fifteen 

degree day,” Jake said. “They’re not out for a picnic.”  

“We need to find cover,” Brit said. 

The four of them looked deep into the darkness of the mineshaft, and all 

wondered the same thing.  

“We can run from them, go deep into the shaft—maybe go over to the north 

shaft,” Jake said. “But they’ll eventually find us. It’s a dead end.”  

Brit frowned at his choice of words.  

“There’s only one place to hide,” she said. “The little room off to the side up 

there. Maybe we can hide well enough for them to pass us, then we can escape while 

they’re searching the rest of the mine.”  

Angie didn’t look like she had a lot of confidence in the plan, but no one came up 

with a better one.  

“Okay, let’s see how well we can hide ourselves,” Jake said, taking off at a quick 

pace.  

A minute later they were moving around in the small storage room, looking for 

places to conceal themselves. There were just a couple of crates, a heavy-duty 

wheelbarrow, and what looked like an old motor with large pulley wheels on it. There 

were also some rotting wooden shelves with nothing on them.  

“Oh, that reminds me,” Jake said, running out of the room and deeper into the 

mine. He returned seconds later with the crate he had used to stand on to find the treasure 
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up in the timber supports. “This would have been a dead giveaway,” he said, putting it in 

the corner.  

The crate gave Brit an idea, and she shuddered at the thought. “We can hide under 

the crates.” Suddenly, the thought of having a dark place to hide herself from danger 

seemed like an appealing idea. As she considered what might await her in the light, the 

darkness seemed like her best friend. Jake turned the crates over on top of the girls, 

hiding them fairly well inside. The problem was, there wasn’t anyplace left for him to 

hide—not completely, anyway. The best he could do is crouch behind the crates, and 

hope the strangers outside wouldn’t look too closely on their way through the mineshaft.  

The noise of the helicopter had died down, and now faint complaints from the 

horses were echoing in from the mouth of the shaft. Brit was hunkered in the dark 

beneath the small crate like a turtle in its shell, wondering what Jake was doing to hide 

himself. She thought about her situation, and it was so ironic that being trapped inside the 

dark in this little crate was all that was protecting her from what she assumed must be the 

Hastings boys.  

It didn’t take long. The intruders didn’t even pretend to be sneaking into the 

mineshaft, but talked loudly as their lights lit up the shaft in front of the storage room. 

Brit could see a sliver of light appear at the bottom of her crate. The light was as 

unwelcome as any monster in the dark ever had been.  

“The rats have probably run to the back of the mine,” a man’s voice said. 

“Perhaps,” a different voice agreed. “But my money is on the junk room.” The 

intruders were obviously familiar with the mine, and as Brit thought about it, they had 

probably been in here several times recently, looking for the stock certificates. Either 
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these were the Hastings boys, or someone they had hired to do their dirty work—if 

picking up bearer stock certificates was something they would trust to hired thugs. The 

good news was that they hadn’t hurt her family when they had attacked before, although 

this was a long way from a public parking lot or hotel room, and burning Aunt Karen’s 

garage to the ground displayed a disregard for safety, almost killing Brit. But that may 

have been more of an accident than attempted murder—so their willingness to harm 

others to get what they wanted was still up in the air.  

The men’s voices came closer and their lights were flooding the shaft. Brit felt 

Jake’s body bump against the crate as he attempted to crouch as low as his stretched 

muscles would allow. As the men arrived at the entry of the storage room, one said, “I’m 

telling you, they probably ran to the end of the mine. I’ll wager they’re at the caved-in 

entrance in the north shaft.”  

“No,” the other voice insisted, waving his bright flashlight back in the direction of 

the hidden group, “they were in here too long. I’ll bet they’re right here, in this mess.”  

Multiple light beams suddenly invaded the room and the noises of overturning 

boxes and equipment was deafening. It took only seconds for them to stop and put the 

lights squarely on Jake, who could only look up at their captors in resignation. Brit 

quivered beneath her dark crate, wondering what was happening to Jake at this very 

second.  

Brit heard the click of a handgun cocking and the voice of a man saying, “Where 

are they?”  

Jake didn’t answer, but Brit felt a bump against her crate as he stood up straight. 
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“Where are the girls?” the man repeated, raising his voice.  

“I sent ‘em back early. They were gettin' sick in the heat,” Jake said. 

The man waited a moment, then said, “Is it too hot in here for them?”  

Brit squeezed her eyes tight, realizing Jake’s effort to protect her hadn’t been a 

very good lie. He didn’t speak another word. 

“Back up against the wall,” one of the men ordered, and Brit heard feet shuffling 

away from her. 

“I’ll give you one last chance,” another man’s voice spoke gruffly, “Where are 

they?”  

Jake remained silent.  

After a minute the man finally said, “Look, this is going to take a long time and 

be very unpleasant if we do it your way.” Brit felt a disturbance to her hiding shell and 

fingers lifted it from the bottom, then overturned it revealing her to the world. The man 

looked down and Brit looked up, seeing a hidden smile change the surface of the ski 

mask he was wearing. She had never longed for darkness as much as she did now, but the 

brute’s beam of light nearly blinded her as she tried to see his features.  

The other man stepped forward and did the same to the crates hiding Angie and 

Serena. Both girls stood and backed up to Brit and Jake.  

Brit looked at the men carefully and saw that one was very tall and heavy set, 

while the other had a medium build and was average height. Yep, those are the Hastings 

boys. She had seen a number of photographs of them and knew their general build. Allen 

Hastings was six foot three inches tall and appeared a little rotund in his suits and a ski 

outfit she had seen him photographed in. Jackson Hastings had a distinctive face, but 
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nothing so obvious that she could tell through this knitted mask that the average sized 

man wore.  

She had wondered if the Hastings boys, who were actually in their early sixties by 

now, had been the ones tailing them, breaking into their cars and dwellings, and doing the 

actual dirty work. She still wasn’t sure if they had personally been involved at that 

level—the expertise with locks and listening devices made her doubt it. The men she had 

seen at Multnomah Falls seemed shorter and younger. But these were the Hastings boys 

themselves, and she realized it would be important to keep that information to herself for 

now. After all, they had gone to the trouble of wearing ski masks, so perhaps they just 

intended to grab the stock certificates and run, without anyone getting hurt. In fact, she 

realized it would be nearly impossible to prove it was them, if their crimes even made it 

to court. The best Brit and her companions could say was that their assailants fit the 

general size and shape of the Hastings cousins. With their legal clout, that wouldn’t be 

enough, and Brit knew it.  

She didn’t want to give them the stock certificates, because it was the bearer type, 

meaning whoever held it, owned it, and they would obviously claim they had held the 

stocks the entire time if ever confronted. No one could prove otherwise. No one would 

take the word of kids over the word of billionaires whose family had owned the company 

for decades. They, like their fathers, had been bluffing for a long time that they held the 

controlling interest in the company. Based on that scam they had done everything their 

way for all those years. From what Brit had uncovered, Bea had been only mildly 

successful in keeping them under control with her possession of the stocks—and as far as 
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the world knew they had always owned the controlling interest in the company.  

Brit kept trying to think of a way to make this ordeal turn out in her favor, but the 

masked men with the guns seemed equally determined to have things go their way.  

“So, did you find what you were looking for?” the tall masked man asked, waving 

the gun at the four prisoners.  

No one responded at first, but Brit realized that it would be better to lead the men 

on, so she said, “Look, we don’t even know what we’re doing here for sure. All we know 

is that Bea Collins told my grandparents fifty years ago that she wanted to give them a 

gold mine. They forgot about it because the old woman said the mine had been shut down 

because it wasn’t producing any more gold. But my grandmother remembered it in a 

dream a few weeks ago, and we got excited and wanted to have an adventure, so we 

looked for the map that Bea had written on, and finally came here because we thought 

this might be the mine. We weren’t sure what might be here, because there obviously 

weren’t potato-sized nuggets of gold sticking out of the walls, but we thought maybe the 

old lady had hidden something inside the old mine. We’ve been looking for a couple of 

hours, and haven’t found anything.” She waited a second then added, “And I’m really 

surprised that you guys have gone to all of this trouble for nothing. There’s obviously no 

gold in here.”  

The masked men stood erect holding their guns in one hand while inspecting their 

captives with the flashlights they held in the other. They looked at each other, giving no 

indication if they believed Brit’s story or not. Finally the man with the average build 

pointed his gun straight at Brit and said to Jake, “We don’t believe you. Tell us where it 

is or I’ll shoot the princess right now.”  
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Jake started to move toward the scoundrel, but the other man lifted his revolver to 

eye level and pointed it straight at Jake’s face. “We have done worse things than kill 

meddlers,” the man said as gruffly as he could.  

Brit assumed he was bluffing, but likewise felt that these two would not give up 

until they were convinced she and her troupe had not yet discovered the hidden stocks. A 

plan began to swirl around in her mind and she reached for the backpack.  

“Careful!” the tall man barked, extending his pistol as far as he could.  

“I’m giving you everything we have,” Brit said, showing him the backpack. “It’s 

the map,” she said, slowly moving her hand to the zipper of the small compartment and 

unzipping it. The two men remained interested, so she put her hand into the pocket and 

slowly pulled out the photocopy of Bea’s map. She put the four sections together and 

holding them the best she could turned it around for them to see. The men took a step 

forward and she could see that she had their attention.  

“This is what we found in my grandma’s stuff in Oregon—before you burned the 

garage down,” Brit added. “This is it. Everything. It just says that Bea is leaving her gold 

to my grandparents,” Brit said, trying to convince them that she knew nothing about stock 

certificates, “and that it’s in the golden arches,” she added, further clouding the truth.  

The shorter man grabbed the map sections from Brit’s hand and the two of them 

studied the map carefully, nearly forgetting about the four prisoners. This was a good 

sign Brit thought, and a glance from Serena told her she thought so as well. The men 

seemed to have much less interest in their captives than they had in the stock certificates 

they so desperately sought. The truth was that as ugly as things had been over the past 
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couple of weeks, the men, or their minions, had never done more damage than was 

necessary to get what they wanted. They could have burned Serena’s grandmother’s 

house down to ensure nothing was ever discovered, but they sent in a professional to look 

for the documents and retrieve them, who had come and gone without hardly a trace. It 

was a surgical strike, not a nuclear blast. The same could be said of the other break-ins; 

they had only done the damage necessary to get the job done. They couldn’t be sure of 

what had been in Aunt Karen’s garage, so they burned it, believing no one was inside. No 

one was hurt—thankfully. So by now Brit was thinking that they would probably survive 

this encounter, as long as they played it right. The sooner they got out of here, the better 

they would feel. Brit looked over at Jake, then at Serena and Angie, and hoped they were 

thinking the same thing. They seemed to approve of what she had done so far. She 

wondered if they would approve of what she did next.  

 



 

Chapter Twenty-Seven — The Count of Three 
 

 

The masked men were reading the writing on the map aloud, and it was obvious 

that the information was new to them. They were repeating the words “over the gold 

arches,” wondering what it meant.  

Brit spoke up. “We were just wondering if she meant those archways across the 

mine. You know, those timbers that hold up the roof,” she said, acting as uninformed as 

she could muster. Jake, Serena and Angie all swung their stares at Brit together, as if 

controlled by a single string. “We were going to take one of these crates and check above 

those arches out there, to see if she hid some gold up there for us,” Brit added.  

The two men turned their masked faces toward one another and the tall man said, 

“Gold arches. It’s a gold mine, and those are arches. It wasn’t artful or elegant, but that 

was Bea, wasn’t it?”  

“Gold arches,” the other masked man said. “Humph, I was thinking McDonalds.” 

Brit and Serena looked at Jake. 

“Look,” Jake said, drawing the men’s attention from the map, “this is as much as 

we know. You have it all. This was just fun for us, but we see it’s more than that for you. 

Whoever you are, you can have whatever’s in this old cave. I doubt there’s anything—I 

never thought we’d find anything anyway. But you don’t need the kind of trouble that 

comes from holding kids at gunpoint. It’ll take us a couple of hours to ride our horses out 

of here. Let us go, so you can look around without having to keep an eye on us. I’ll get 
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the girls back to safety, and we never saw your faces, and we’ll all have an interesting 

story to tell.”  

The tall man motioned for Jake to step toward him. Jake smiled and took a step, 

and without any warning the man hit him hard on the head with his metal flashlight, 

dropping him to his knees. Brit was shocked and dropped down to Jake’s side, holding 

his head in her hands.  

“You monster!” she shouted at the tall masked man. “What the hell’s the matter 

with you?!” 

The man just looked at them for a minute, then spoke. “Listen up you snotty little 

bastards,” the man’s lips moved behind the mask, “you’ll get out of here when we say 

you can leave. In the mean time, you’ll do exactly what we say, when we say it. Got it?!” 

The masked men stepped back to the doorway separating the storage room from 

the main shaft, and spoke in muffled tones for a minute.  

Brit checked Jake’s head and saw that he was bleeding. She was quickly 

recalculating her threat assessment from the Hastings boys. They would pay for this. One 

way or another, Brit would make them pay. 

The shorter man stepped back into the room and indicated for Serena and Angie 

to turn around. He took out three zip ties from his pocket and told Angie to put her hands 

together behind her. He put a zip tie around her hands, zipping it tight. He then did the 

same to Serena.  

“Now sit on the floor with your backs together,” he barked.  

Jake started to get up but Brit held him tight at the shoulders. 

The shorter man used the third zip tie to lock the other two together, binding the 
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girls back to back on the ground. 

“These two seem to be a couple,” the larger masked man said, waiving his gun at 

Brit and Jake. “We’ll bring her along to make sure he stays polite.” 

The shorter man said, “You, kid—bring that smaller crate with you, and both of 

you come out here.”  

Jake obediently grabbed the crate with one hand and walked toward the door. The 

men stepped out into the shaft and pointed their guns deeper into the mine, where the 

series of dilapidated reinforcement timbers struggled to hold up the crumbling ceiling. 

Brit followed Jake, and said cautiously, “For what it’s worth, we were just gonna start at 

the last one there, and work our way forward, checking each one as we went.”  

Jake frowned at Brit, and she wasn’t sure if he was in on the ruse or was actually 

upset with her for divulging information they had deciphered together before. Brit hoped 

he understood her plan. If nothing else, this would prove to the armed men that they were 

telling all they knew, and that they knew nothing more, and perhaps there was nothing 

that could be discovered in this old mine.  

Jake set the crate down in the same place they had done it themselves just twenty 

minutes earlier, and backed away. The taller masked man ordered Jake to get up on the 

crate and check the arch, but the smaller man objected saying, “And what makes you 

think he’d tell us if he found anything? He’d just keep it to himself and sneak back later.”  

“Okay then,” the taller man said. “You get back behind us here and keep your 

distance. No funny business.”  

Sneak back later, Brit thought. The good news was that Jake would be able to 
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sneak back later—it indicated that they planned on Jake being alive later. Very good 

news indeed. Brit had started to wonder.  

This part of the mine floor was strewn with freshly fallen rubble, although there 

wasn’t much of it. Brit shuddered. It might have been worse. They moved where the 

gunman had indicated, but Brit kept them off to the side more than to the back. She didn’t 

want to be on the backside of the mine from them, but on the entrance side. It was 

important to the plan she was hatching that they be able to get away if things went as she 

was hoping. The two prisoners stood quietly with their backs against the wall watching as 

the shorter man climbed up on the crate and searched with his bare hands in the crevices 

above the top support timber. Brit used her hands to check the upright timber behind her, 

watching the action above her as intently as she could make it appear as the men went 

about their business. When she was sure the men were completely absorbed in their 

search Brit indicated to Jake that she was testing the brace. She looked up and traced the 

upper support timber with her eyes, revealing her plan to him. Jake frowned at her, but 

she gave him a look insisting that he consider the possibility.  

Satisfied that there was nothing hidden above the first timber, the men told Jake to 

pick up the old crate and move it a few feet forward to the next. The captives dutifully 

shuffled a few feet forward, careful to avoid any sign of causing trouble.  

Brit quickly established herself in front of the upright timber behind her and felt it 

with her hands. She also looked as closely as her eyes would permit at the timber 

crossing above that the masked man was checking with his hands. He hopped off the 

crate, and told Jake to move it two feet right, and returned to check the far end of the 

timber. Finding nothing, they all moved forward three feet to the next section of timbers.  
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Brit was careful this time to put Jake on her left, forcing him to the entrance side 

of the group. As the men were busy looking for the treasure, she checked the upright 

timber behind her. As she had remembered, the timbers were starting to get quite rotten 

in this section, and the next few were the worst of all of them. She got Jake’s attention 

and indicated for him to reach over and touch the decaying timber behind him. A chunk 

of rotting wood broke off quietly in his hand. He too began to look up at the beam 

sagging under the weight of the ceiling and a concerned look swept over his face. He 

looked down at the debris on the ground and Brit widened her eyes and nodded almost 

imperceptibly at him. Brit could tell he thought the plan was too dangerous, but she 

reminded him that they were being held at gunpoint with a gesture toward the 

preoccupied masked men in the center of the shaft.  

The shorter man climbed down from the crate and told Jake to move it forward a 

few more feet, then he got back up on it and began feeling along the timber.  

“I don’t think it’s safe here,” he said, reaching as far as he could.  

“Just keep looking,” the larger man said, leaving no doubt that they would 

continue their search regardless of their safety.  

As the prisoners moved forward Brit sent a signal to Jake, showing that on the 

count of three they should make their move, and indicating that Jake should move to the 

far side of the shaft and she would take her position. She looked at the next set of timbers 

forming the stressed archway and indicated that it appeared to be the weakest of the lot. 

That was the opportunity they were waiting for.  

Jake’s eyes bugged, but one more look at the armed men wearing masks gave him 
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his answer. He nodded, and Brit returned the gesture. As the man on the crate finished at 

the far end of this timber, he got down from his box and the entire crew moved forward a 

few more feet. He reset his position and the taller man was waving his light around up in 

the timber, barking out instructions. The two had nearly forgotten about their captives 

and were heavily focused on the search for the stock certificates.   

As the captives took their new positions Jake established himself out into the 

center more than he had before, and Brit took her usual place in front of the timber 

upright. Their eyes were trained up at the timber while the man on the crate went to work, 

feeling along inside with his hands and fingers. The tall man illuminated the timber with 

his bright flashlight, essentially blinded to anything else going on in the dark mine.  

Brit looked at Jake and the young man slowly made his way the few feet to the 

other side of the mineshaft. Brit mouthed the words “One . . . two,” and after a brief 

delay, Brit looked at Jake in the eyes and silently mouthed “three,” and each of them took 

a single step toward the supporting upright beam nearest them and pushed against it with 

all their might. Brit was almost surprised at how easily her timber broke in half, while 

Jake pushed hard to get his to give way. An extra burst of strength was all it took and 

Jake’s timber snapped in the center.  

There was an crashing thud as the upper timber slipped a few inches on Jake’s 

side and the smaller masked man on the crate shouted as he fell and hit the ground hard, 

making a loud noise as the wind left him violently. Brit and Jake simultaneously jumped 

toward the entrance side of the shaft as confusion and loud noises began to erupt where 

the two masked men remained. The man on the ground had fallen sideways on some 

rocks as he hit and was clearly injured, and the taller man bent down to come to his aid. 
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The man on the ground was gasping for air and choking out short bursts of what sounded 

like screams as the timber across the top of the men groaned loudly making explosive 

cracking sounds. The taller man knelt beside the injured man and quickly looked up to 

see a few rocks and dust drop beside him as the creaking from above grew louder. “Get 

up!” he shouted at the downed man, but heard only gasps and groans in return.  

The cracking and grinding above the men grew louder as the support timber 

slipped another few inches with a loud crash, dropping more rubble on the men below, 

causing the kneeling man to cry out as he was hit hard on the back by a sizeable falling 

stone.  

Brit and Jake had been backing up a step at a time and could see in the dim light 

provided by their fallen flashlights that the large man was pulling the smaller one deeper 

into the mineshaft, away from the falling debris.  

Jake and Brit had no lights, so looking behind them for obstacles on the ground 

wasn’t very productive. They felt along with their feet as quickly as they could, trying to 

avoid falling as they encountered sticks and rocks that had been strewn across the floor of 

the mine for decades. They could see that more rubble was falling on the ground before 

the masked men, and the kneeling man finally grabbed the other one and dragged him 

deeper into the mine as he screamed out in pain. Brit and Jake winced as they heard his 

yelps and cries.  

Just as the masked men got beyond the first supporting archway on the far side 

Brit heard a loud crack of breaking timber and stone, and saw a shower of debris instantly 

fall from the ceiling to the ground. Everything went black in the dust cloud, but she could 
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hear the roar of falling rocks crashing against one another. Without warning Brit 

suddenly heard creaking and crashing behind her, followed by a curtain of falling debris 

as a gust of wind hit her and everything went dark.  

“Jake!” Brit screamed in the darkness, but no reply came. She was petrified, 

unsure where to step, and frightened at what was happening. She reached into her pocket 

for her phone, to turn on her light, but as she pulled it out she could tell it was broken, 

bent nearly in half. She pushed the button, but nothing happened. She had seen Jake from 

the corner of her eye just a moment earlier, and it appeared that the cave in before them 

that had trapped the Hastings cousins inside the mineshaft had triggered a second cave in 

behind them, between her and the entrance. She knew that Angie and Serena were in the 

storage room toward the entrance of the mine, and prayed that they were all right.  

“Jake!” she shouted again, worried why he wasn’t responding.  

Brit stood alone in the pitch black, seeing nothing, and hearing only groans and 

creaks from the mine around her. It was dying down now, and she felt reassured that the 

cave ins had stopped, for now. Where’s Jake, she wondered, venturing to feel around 

with her feet as she shuffled forward in the direction she had last seen him. A couple of 

steps was all it took until her foot encountered something soft. She kneeled down and 

found a foot, feeling up the leg to make sure Jake was still attached to it.  

“Hey, buy a guy dinner first,” she heard from the darkness, followed by coughing.  

“Jake, are you okay?”  

“Yeah. Uhm, no. My arm hurts. I think something’s on it. It doesn’t feel right.” 

Brit moved forward and found Jake’s shoulders, and asked, “Which arm hurts?” “My 

right.”  
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She carefully felt up his right arm until she came to the elbow, where the rest of 

the arm was covered with rocks. She moved to the left of him and carefully began to 

remove the rocks and throw them off to the side of the cave. When they were all gone 

and the arm was clear she said, “I think they’re all off now. Is your arm okay?”  

There was a moment of hesitation, then a cry, “Naw—it hurts.” Brit winced at 

Jake’s pain, not knowing how to help him. 

“Okay—look. I’m going to check things out and see how bad the cave in is over 

here. Just give me a minute.  

“K.”  

Brit felt along the mine floor with her hands, encountering rubble and debris that 

quickly became a wall. She crawled the short distance to the top of the heap and began to 

find stones that she could move. There were a few near the top that she could budge, so 

she began rocking one toward her until it was clear enough to roll off to her left.  

“Hey,” Jake coughed, “careful. I’ve still got my legs, and I don’t want them 

broken too.”  

“I’m trying to see if there’s a way through this wall,” Brit said. 

“You’re gonna dig us out?”  

“If I have to,” she replied, sending the second stone to the ground, followed by 

three more in a row. 

“Well, be careful not to make it cave in any worse.”  

Brit thought about that for a minute, then asked, “How about air? Do we have 

enough to last that long?”  
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“Yeah. I’m sure we do.”  

Brit suddenly realized something. Her fear of the dark was completely gone. It 

seemed strange, but every fear she had ever entertained about being alone in the dark had 

suddenly been realized; but now that she was here, trapped in a cave in, unable to see her 

finger in front of her eye, the darkness just didn’t possess its former hold over her any 

longer. She hadn’t been killed, and she would fight to get out. The dark had done its 

worst, and she was still living and moving forward. She felt herself smile as she moved 

the next stone to where it could be rolled down the pile. As she wiggled the next stone 

out of place, a small ray of light pierced the darkness, and she shouted at Jake, “I see 

light!”  

 



 

Chapter Twenty-Eight — Pink Underwear 
 

 

Brit tossed her purse onto the bed as she walked to her desk and sank into the 

chair. She swiveled around and looked at the new collection of mementos lining the top 

shelf and grinned. The banquet had been fun, as always, but speaking ‘opportunities’ 

were beginning to wear her down. School would be starting on Monday and there would 

be no more time for that. Two months had passed since the search and rescue teams had 

pulled her and Jake and the Hastings boys from the mine and she had spoken of little else 

since then. No one would allow it.  

She looked up at the photograph Sheriff Joe had sent her last week, and chuckled 

at the Hastings boys standing in their pink underwear under prison stripes, uncomfortably 

awaiting trial in the county jail’s Tent City. The staring eyes of unsympathetic and 

unimpressed inmates off to the side told her that the Hastings boys were probably not 

enjoying the accommodations very well.  

The Sheriff’s personal note had been precious, thanking her for her bravery and a 

job well done, and she had it framed and sitting on the top shelf as well, right next to the 

photo of her with Angie, Serena and Jake with Sheriff Joe at the award ceremony. She 

shook her head and laughed again, recalling how the Hastings boys had looked as they 

were finally pulled through the rubble, dusty and screaming that they hadn’t had any 

light, food or water for three days. The really funny part had been that they were only in 

there for nine hours—eight more than Brit and Jake. The state of Oregon was patiently 
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waiting for their turn to prosecute the Hastings cousins as well, according to a number of 

phone calls Dad had received from detectives and state prosecutors there.  

Brit picked up the large white envelope from the desktop and separated the 

opening with her fingers, pulling out the collection of photographs and letters she had 

been pouring through for more than a week. Children from The Kidz House had written 

to thank her for her heroism and the generosity of her family. The House was being 

tripled in space, and The Kidz Clinic was getting a new wing and five new doctors. 

Grandma had readily agreed to that, and much more. There was a long list of children’s 

charities who were now the beneficiaries of the family trust, which received its funding 

from the profits of Great Western Holdings Unlimited, still headquartered in San 

Francisco, California. The big change was that it was now being run by one of her dad’s 

clients, a successful former-CEO who had come out of retirement to steer the company 

on a new course for a few years.  

Brit had written most of Bea’s story, and a magazine was waiting for the final 

draft. She took one last look at the photos, then put them back in the envelope and laid it 

carefully on her desk. She glanced at the Hastings boys again and chuckled. She walked 

to her door and stopped for a moment, flicking the light switch off. She stood in the dark, 

unable to see anything. After a minute she smiled, then opened the door and walked out 

of her room to meet with Savannah and Serena for their shift at The House. She was 

hoping for pony duty.  

THE END 

 


