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			“No act of kindness, no matter how small, is ever wasted.” 

			-Aesop

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			The Stranger

			Riley Carson felt like she was being followed. Normally, she loved strolling down Mimosa Street, admiring the historic homes that lined the street in her home town of Roswell, Georgia, but right now she was really freaked out. The odd man at the ice cream shop seemed to be making every turn she was making. She quickened her pace as she held on tightly to Sammy’s leash. Sammy, her beloved Yorkshire terrier, normally walked slower than he used to since he was now 15 years old, but she was glad he was keeping up with her pace right now. Riley was also glad that Sammy was small enough to pick up and carry if necessary.

			As Riley headed home she debated what to do. If she led this guy to her neighborhood, he would know where she lived. She could go to Finn’s house, but he lived in her neighborhood and she certainly didn’t want to lead this guy to her best friend’s house, either. Her phone had died earlier, but she tried it just in case. Yep, still dead.

			Riley slowed to let Sammy sniff a rose bush so she could casually glance back to see if the man was still behind her. Unfortunately, he was. He looked about 30 and had a full beard. Riley was about a block from her neighborhood and the man was another block behind her. While he wasn’t right on her heels, Riley was unnerved that he was still behind her.

			Riley had to make a decision. If she could run fast enough, she could get to her neighborhood entrance before he rounded the bend. But what if he chases? She thought. There didn’t seem to be another solution. All of a sudden, there was a loud boom, an old car backfired down the street and the man with the beard looked back at it. Riley knew this was her chance, she picked up Sammy and made a run for it. Riley ran as fast as she could, praying while running and grateful Sammy was so light.

			Riley ran into her neighborhood at full speed while toting her precious dog. She made the turns to get to her street, not stopping at the house with the tethered dog that she felt so bad for, she couldn’t stop for anything right now. Riley ran up her street to her house and quickly glanced back to make sure the coast was clear. She tore up the front steps, bounded across the porch and flung open the front door. Riley slammed the door behind her and immediately locked both locks. She leaned her back against the door and tried to catch her breath. Sammy was panting from the heat and humidity of the Georgia summer, but he was grinning, oblivious to Riley’s fears. Just seeing his smile made Riley feel at ease, she seriously loved this little guy. As if reading her mind, Sammy licked the tip of her nose.

			Riley set Sammy down and he quickly trotted into the kitchen, his toe nails clicking on the hardwood floors. Riley heard him delicately lapping water out of his bowl. He might not be worried, but I sure am, Riley thought as she turned to look out the narrow window next to the door to make sure she had lost the man who was following her. To her dismay, she hadn’t. The bearded man was walking up her street...toward her house!

			Riley felt her heart race. He couldn’t have seen me turn up my street, she thought. Just as she was about to yell for her mom, the man passed her house. Riley ran into the dining room to get a better view out of those windows. The bearded man was now across the street and two doors up. He walked up the driveway and to the front door of the house with the messy yard that her mom had been regularly complaining about. Riley saw the man reach in his pocket, take out a key ring and open the door. Riley felt so stupid! That house had recently sold, the bearded man must be their new neighbor.

			“Hi honey!” Riley’s mom said as she entered the foyer. “What are you doing, spying on the neighbors?”

			“Actually, yeah,” Riley said as she turned to her mom. “Have you met the new guy across the street?”

			Riley’s mom, Priscilla, was looking at her own reflection in the foyer mirror, fixing her hair. “I did. I brought him a casserole when he moved in. He didn’t say much. He was polite but kind of odd. I’m glad I gave it to him in a throw-away pan.”

			“I wonder if he lives there alone?” Riley said as she turned and looked back across the street, her mind already making up wild stories about the bearded man.

			“I don’t know,” Riley’s mom said, still looking at herself in the mirror, fussing with her hair. “Like I said, he didn’t say much. I get the feeling he’s not very social and I haven’t seen any signs of anyone else at the house. Come on, let’s get ready for tonight.”

			Riley didn’t know why she was still looking across the street. There was something about that man, she just couldn’t figure out what.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Dinner with The Murphys

			That evening, Riley and her parents were going over to the Murphy’s house for dinner. Finn Murphy was Riley’s best friend and his parents were like Riley’s second parents since she was over at their house so much. As had become the norm, Riley’s older sister Hailey would not be joining them for dinner because she had “better things to do.” Hailey was popular and now that school was out for summer, they probably wouldn’t see her much, except at the neighborhood pool. Riley wasn’t bothered, she and Hailey didn’t really get along. Well, Riley didn’t have trouble getting along, Hailey just thought she was better than everyone and Riley couldn’t stand that.

			Hailey was still home when Riley and her parents were leaving to go to the Murphy’s. “Sammy’s been fed,” their dad said to Hailey, “just lock up before you head out and be back by eleven.”

			“Eleven! Can’t I stay out later?” Hailey was always trying to negotiate a later curfew.

			“No,” their father said, “the movie should be out by 10:30 and that gives you plenty of time to get home after.”

			“Mom...” Hailey was going to try to work her parents against each other.

			“Honey, your dad said eleven.” Riley’s mom was adding an extra coat of lip gloss, making sure she looked perfect.

			Riley had to admit, she kind of liked watching this. Hailey usually got what she wanted, but her dad had been laying down the law lately. Riley figured it was because Hailey acted like she was in her twenties instead of her teens. Riley was holding Sammy and gave him a kiss before setting him down. “We’ll see you later, mister.” Sammy kissed his favorite human on the cheek and after his paws touched the floor, he headed over to his favorite spot in the sun room, on top of the Alpaca throw blanket that was folded on the couch. Riley’s parents had received that blanket as a gift from someone’s travels to Peru and for whatever reason, Sammy loved it.

			 ###

			The Murphy’s house was a quick walk from the Carson’s. While it was a warm evening, the Murphys had a pretty screened porch that overlooked their backyard and that’s where they would be eating. Finn and his dad been successful on their fishing trip early that day and Mr. Murphy was grilling fresh trout. While their parents were cooking and catching up, Riley told Finn about the bearded man.

			“That must have been so scary!” Finn said as Riley told him how the man was following her at every turn.

			“I was so freaked out, and you know how my imagination can get the best of me!” Riley said. “When I realized he was following me to his house, I felt like such an idiot!”

			“Yeah, well it’s better to be safe than sorry. I’m glad he turned out to be our neighbor,” Finn said.

			“He does seem kind of odd, though. My mom said she took him a casserole when he moved in and he sounds like a loner, I still think we should keep an eye out on him.”

			“You’re right, even though he’s our neighbor, he could still be a creep,” Finn said. “Oh, I almost forgot!” Finn hopped out of his chair and went through the door on the porch that led to the kitchen, he was back in a minute with a book in hand. “Look what my mom picked up for me at The Chandlery.”

			The Chandlery was a shop on historic Canton street in Roswell, their cool little town outside of Atlanta. The shop had all kinds of gifts including some books by local authors. Riley looked at the book Finn handed her, there was a black and white image of the covered bridge that ran across Vickery Creek and the title was Roswell: History, Haunts and Legends. Riley noticed the author’s name, “Dianna Avena, isn’t she the lady who owns the Roswell Ghost Tour?”

			“Yep, and this book talks about a lot of the stories on the tour. I can’t wait to read it!” Finn said with a broad smile and sparkling eyes.

			Riley flipped through the book looking at the pictures that accompanied the stories. “Wow, there are a lot of places in here!”

			“I know, it’s so cool that we live in a town that’s so haunted! We need to check out some of these places and do our own ghost hunts.”

			“Yeah, that sounds cool. Maybe we should bring Sammy, sometimes dogs can pick up on energy we can’t.”

			“Good idea,” Finn said. “I’ll start reading and we can pick out places we want to investigate!”

			Riley’s dad appeared at the screen door that led to the patio and held it open for Finn’s dad. “Alright, time to eat!”

			Mr. Murphy said, “Finn, tell your mom and Mrs. Carson we’re ready and go help them bring out the rest of the food.”

			Finn and Riley hopped up, eager to help. As soon as the food was spread out, a lively conversation began about what everyone’s plans were for the summer. Riley loved summer break. School was okay, but she loved the freedom of summer, when she didn’t have homework and could go on adventures with Finn. She just wanted to enjoy the time off because she and Finn started middle school this year and she was pretty nervous about it.

			“Kate, have you met the new neighbor that moved in on our street? Across from us and up one house?” Riley’s mom asked Finn’s mom.

			“No, I think I’ve seen him once and waved, but I don’t think he saw me,” Finn’s mom said as she buttered an ear of corn.

			“Well, I think he’s odd,” Riley’s mom said as she picked at her salad, “and have you seen the yard lately? It’s such a mess.”

			“Yeah, I noticed that on the way home today,” Finn’s dad said. “I’m going to go over and see if he needs a hand. Who knows, maybe he doesn’t have a lawn mower?”

			“I saw him at the ice cream shop today and he seems kinda weird, like he’s just really quiet and mad,” Riley said, not wanting to go into how her imagination had gotten the best of her when she thought he was following her.

			“Remember, Riley, sometimes what seems weird is for good reason,” her dad said. “He might be a nice man. We’ll give him the benefit of the doubt.”

			Riley suddenly felt bad for calling this man weird. Sure, she didn’t know him, but her dad was right, maybe he has a reason to be all quiet and introverted. After all, she was sure kids in her school thought she was weird. Like this man, she was shy, especially in new situations, and she was a tomboy who preferred wearing sneakers and riding bikes to dressing up and going to the mall. Riley knew she should be cautious of adults she didn’t know, but her imagination was making up all kinds of stories about what this man was like and she’d never said a word to him. She decided she would at least say hello to him the next time she saw him.

			After dinner, the Carsons and Murphys played a game of bocce ball in the back yard. Riley enjoyed nights like this when it seemed there were no cares in the world. She and Finn caught lightning bugs, admiring their little black bodies with salmon-colored heads and flickering lights, then letting them fly off their hands to light up the summer evening. When she got back to her house, however, that sense of calm had quickly evaporated.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Missing

			When they got home, the Carsons were not greeted by Sammy as they normally were. Riley was panicked, hollering throughout the house. “Sammy! Saaaaammm-eeeee!”

			Her parents joined her, searching the house for their little 7 pound family member. “Did you check under the beds?” Her mom asked her dad.

			“Yeah, he’s not there.”

			“He’s not in his favorite spot in the sun room, or anywhere in my room or his usual places,” Riley said as her heart felt like it was beating a million times per second.

			“What about the laundry room? Did you check there?” Riley’s mom asked, looking worried herself.

			“No, not yet. Oh, I hope he’s in there!” Riley ran to the laundry room which was off the back of the kitchen. She stood in the doorway and searched the floor. All she saw on the floor was a pile of her sheets that were waiting to be washed. Her heart fell into her stomach, there was a door leading to the driveway and it was cracked open. Riley’s parents were right behind her as Riley began to cry. “What if he got out?”

			Riley’s parents looked at each other with concern. Her dad went over to the door to look at it. “It doesn’t look like it was forced open. I don’t think anyone tried to break in.”

			Riley’s mom now had her arm around Riley, “Everything inside the house looks fine, I don’t think anyone broke in. Everything is where it should be.”

			“What about your jewelry?” Riley’s dad said.

			Riley mom gasped, “When I was upstairs, I was looking at the ground for Sammy. Nothing looked out of place, but I might not have noticed. I’ll go check!”

			As Riley’s mom headed back upstairs, her dad closed the door and locked it. “Come here,” he said to Riley as he held his long arms out.

			Riley fell into her dad’s chest and was sobbing. “Daddy, what are we going to do? We have to find him!”

			“I know, sweetheart, we will.”

			Riley’s mom was back at the doorway, looking almost disappointed that everything was fine upstairs. “Everything is where it should be. I don’t think anyone broke in.”

			Riley was having trouble breathing, she was crying so hard, then she stopped almost immediately. “Hailey! Hailey must have forgotten to close the door and he got out! She’s always running late, I bet that’s what happened!” Riley’s fear was quickly turning to anger at her careless and oblivious sister. If she’d stop thinking so much about herself, maybe this wouldn’t have happened, Riley thought.

			“Okay, listen, your mom will call Hailey and stay here watching out for Sammy, you and I will start walking the neighborhood looking for him.”

			Riley was so scared, she didn’t know what she would do if something happened to Sammy. It was dark and she didn’t want him to be outside all alone, not to mention he could easily get hit by a car since his fur was so dark. Riley couldn’t let her mind go there. She had to find him tonight, she wouldn’t sleep if she didn’t.

			Although it was late, the Murphys gladly joined in on the search. After hours of searching by foot and by car, Riley and her dad came home empty-handed. No luck at the house either, he hadn’t come back. Riley was tired and angry and when she saw Hailey, she let her anger fly.

			“How could you be so careless! Sammy’s gone and it’s all your fault! If you weren’t so self-absorbed and running late all the time, this wouldn’t have happened!” Riley’s fists were clenched at her sides, tears streaming down her face which had gone a deep shade of pink.

			“Look, I didn’t mean to do it.” Hailey said this with so little emotion that Riley felt like she was going to explode.

			“You don’t love him like I do! You care more about yourself than anyone!” Riley ran upstairs, angry, sad, and completely devastated. She flung herself on her bed and wailed into her pillow.

			Meanwhile downstairs, Riley’s dad felt exhausted and helpless, he looked at Hailey, “We know you didn’t mean for this to happen and Riley’s so scared. Just go on upstairs for the night and you can help us look for him first thing in the morning.

			As Hailey headed upstairs, Riley’s mom went to her husband and put her arms around him. “Honey, I’m so scared, what if something happens to him? What if he went off to...”

			Jack Carson hugged his wife tightly. They had gotten Sammy before they had kids and he was starting to show his age. He feared what his wife feared, that Sammy wasn’t feeling well and had gone off to die, like many animals do. He squeezed his eyes tight to fight off tears and kissed his wife on her head. “We have to think positively. We’ll go out first thing in the morning and look for him. We’ll make flyers, let the neighbors know, and canvas the area. He can’t be too far.”

			“I hate it that he’s out there alone tonight. I hoped you would come home with him, that he’d hear you and Riley calling for him.”

			“Me too. We’ve got to find him in the morning.”

			###

			Riley couldn’t sleep, she had to do something. She worried all night long, her mind racing with thoughts of where Sammy could be. Was he sleeping on someone’s porch? Would he be safe from coyotes and other creatures? Would he stay off the roads? She couldn’t shut her brain off so she got to work. Riley turned on her computer and made “LOST” signs with a picture of Sammy that she had recently taken. She went online and shared her flyer on sites for lost and found animals. She read stories of people who had lost their pets years ago and still couldn’t find them, then she read stories that were just the opposite, stories of people who found their dogs safe and sound. Riley prayed that they would find Sammy safe and sound. He was too old and too little to be out there on his own...and it scared her.

			###

			The next morning, Riley was up and out before the rest of her family had woken up and before the sun was even up. She didn’t understand how they could sleep when Sammy was all alone. Riley left her parents a note and headed out. Riley had printed tons of flyers sometime during the night and got on her bike like a paperboy delivering the news. The air was damp, yet cool and it was quiet, no air conditioners running yet, few cars on the street, no one out and about except her. Riley plastered her neighborhood with flyers, it was too early to go door to door yet, so she got done what she could. She rode her bike to neighborhoods around hers and hung flyers anywhere she could, looking and calling for Sammy the whole time. By the time she got back home, the sun was up and her family was getting ready to head out.

			“I’ve already hung flyers all over our neighborhood and all the neighborhoods and main streets around ours,” Riley said as she wiped a bead of sweat off her forehead and poured herself a glass of orange juice. “I called for Sammy the whole time, but didn’t find him.” Her voice caught as she said this.

			“Hailey and I will start driving around to look for Sammy and hand out flyers when we see people. We’ll also hang any further out from where you were,” Riley’s dad said as he grabbed a large stack of flyers that Riley had left for them on the counter with her note before she headed out hours ago. “Let your mom fix you breakfast while you print more flyers, by the time you’re done, you should be okay to start going door to door.”

			Riley’s mom cooked her French toast and scrambled eggs, she looked at her daughter who had concern written all over her face. “Honey, don’t worry, we’ll find him.”

			Riley was staring out the back window, willing Sammy to come back home. “What if we don’t, mom?” Tears began to well in her eyes.

			“We have to think positively, honey. We’ll find him.” Riley’s mom sounded more sure than she felt. She couldn’t let Riley see her worry, the same worry as hers.

			Riley and her family spent all day looking for Sammy. The Murphys came to help, of course, and they took flyers everywhere they could think of, including local shops and restaurants. One thing was for sure, anyone who was in the area today would surely see the signs. It was four o’clock and Riley feared she would never see Sammy again. Riley and Finn had gone to all their neighbors’ homes, some twice, and had talked with most of the neighbors aside from a few. Most of Riley’s neighbors knew her and Sammy as they always saw her walking him. They told her they would be on the lookout.

			“Finn, I’m so glad you’re here with me. Thanks for all your help,” Riley said as the two friends headed back to her house.

			“Of course, I’d do anything to help you find Sammy,” Finn said as he wiped his sandy brown hair off his forehead. “Which neighbors do we still need to talk to?”

			Riley thought for a moment. “The Skinners, the Stephens, and the Blacks. Some of them may be on vacation.” They got to Riley’s house and headed up the porch steps and Riley glanced across the street. “Oh, and the bearded man. His house has been quiet all day, I haven’t seen him at all. You’re definitely going to have to go over there with me, I’m not going by myself.”

			“Yeah, no problem,” Finn said as they walked into the cool, air conditioned house.

			Riley’s parents were sitting at the kitchen breakfast bar when the kids walked in to grab a snack and some water. Riley’s dad could tell by their faces that there was no news. “Don’t worry, Roo, we’ll find him,” Riley’s dad said using the nickname Riley got as a baby.

			Riley and Finn sat down. “I’m starting to think we won’t,” Riley said as she tucked her brown hair behind her right ear then rested her chin in the palm of her hand.

			“Well, Finn’s parents just called and they’ve been all over Roswell. They’ve been to vet’s offices, stores, restaurants, you name it. Mrs. Murphy has also made sure to let Angels Among Us know so they can help spread the word,” Riley’s mom said, hoping to make her daughter feel better.

			Riley knew that Angels Among Us had a lot of presence online and in the community. They are a local rescue group that saves dogs from all over Georgia and Riley felt a little better knowing that Angels was helping. They would be able to reach a lot more people than she ever could.

			As Riley got up to fill her glass with more water, there was a loud knock at the front door, she ran to see who it was, Finn following right behind her. Riley looked out the peep hole and gasped. She whispered, “It’s the bearded man...and he looks mad.” All she could see was his face and shoulders and he didn’t look too happy.

			Finn said just as quietly, “I hope he’s not mad that we stuck a flyer on his door.”

			“Dad!” Riley called out for her dad to come to the door and when he appeared she said softly, “It’s the bearded man,” and tucked her hair behind her ear.

			“Well, open the door,” her dad said.

			Riley’s stomach did a flip, she hoped he wasn’t going to yell at them for putting a flyer on his door. She opened the door and couldn’t believe what she saw.

			 ###

			Tears filled Riley’s eyes...the bearded man was cradling Sammy in his arms. “You found him!” Riley was crying tears of joy. Sammy’s pink tongue was hanging out and he was smiling at her.

			“I’ve seen you walking this little fella and I knew you must be worried,” the bearded man said in a low, deep voice. Sammy craned his neck and licked the man on his neck, as if to say, ‘thanks.’ A brief softness washed across the man’s face, including a flicker of a smile which was gone almost as soon as it had appeared. He handed Sammy over to Riley and said, “He looks like he’s had some kind of adventure but I think he’s okay.”

			Now that the man’s arms were free, Riley’s dad noticed a tattoo of a shield on the man’s tanned forearm. “Army?” He asked.

			“Yes, sir,” the man said succinctly.

			“Jack Carson, thank you for your service.” Riley’s dad extended his hand and the two men shook.

			“Calvin Hawkins,” the bearded man said, “everyone calls me Hawk.”

			“I’m Riley, thank you so much for finding Sammy.” Riley extended her hand and she thought it would be swallowed up by Hawk’s massive hand. “Where did you find him?”

			“I was clearing brush at the back of my property, near the creek, and I heard him whimpering. His collar was caught on a root and he was stuck.”

			“I’m so glad you were back there!” Finn said, then extended his hand, “I’m Finn Murphy, I live around the corner.” Finn thought it was so cool to be meeting a real soldier.

			“Nice to meet you all. I’m going to let you take care of Sammy and get back to my work.”

			Hawk was certainly a man of few words. He was tall and broad. Even though he was only a little taller than Riley’s dad, up close he seemed huge because of all his muscles.

			“Wait, the reward!” Riley had asked her parents if they could offer a reward and the flyers promised $500 for Sammy’s return.

			“Oh no, I don’t need a reward.” Hawk seemed uncomfortable, like he just wanted to get back home.

			“Are you sure?” Riley’s dad asked.

			“Yeah, I don’t need it, thanks.”

			“Well, let us know if you ever need anything,” Riley’s dad said. Hawk nodded and headed down the porch steps.

			After Riley’s dad closed the door, Riley said, “I can’t believe the guy I was so scared of was the one who found Sammy!”

			Riley’s mom had just walked into the foyer and was hanging up the phone. “Sammy!” She squealed. “Look at you, you’re filthy!”

			Riley was telling her mom about Hawk and where he found Sammy. “We need to give him a bath.”

			“Yes we do!” Riley’s mom cooed while scratching Sammy under his chin. “Come on you two, let’s get him cleaned up,” she said to Finn and Riley.

			Riley’s dad gave his wife a kiss, he looked so relieved. “I’m going to go start taking down signs. I’ll call the Murphys and Hailey and tell them to do the same. I’m so glad he’s back.”

			“Me too,” Riley’s mom said. “We’ll get him washed up and I’ll call the vet to get him in tomorrow, just to make sure he’s okay.”

			Sammy was hungry and thirsty...and filthy. Riley and Finn had to wash him several times to get all the dirt out of his fine fur, while Riley’s mom supervised so she wouldn’t get dirty. Luckily Sammy looked okay and they couldn’t see any injuries. The Carsons and Murphys were hungry and tired, but they all gathered for a celebratory pizza dinner. Sammy had curled up in Riley’s lap as she ate and she felt so happy. The weight of Sammy on her lap was so comforting. Riley didn’t know what she would have done if they hadn’t found him, or if something bad happened to him. He was everything to her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Hawk

			The following weekend, Riley and Finn decided to check out some of the spots described in Finn’s book about Roswell ghosts. They rode their bikes down Mimosa Street toward the square and Bulloch Avenue, Sammy was perched in a basket on the front of Riley’s bike. There were a few historic homes on Bulloch, including Mimosa Hall and Bulloch Hall. Mimosa was a private residence, but Bulloch Hall was owned by the city and was open for tours. They didn’t need to see inside to look for ghosts since what many people had experienced was actually outside.

			As they neared Mimosa Hall which was toward the end of Bulloch Avenue, Finn took a deep breath. “In the book it says that some people smell smoke from a fire when they are near Mimosa Hall.”

			“Really?” Riley asked as she stopped pedaling and let her bike glide down the street, Sammy’s fur was blown back and he was clearly enjoying the breeze and the ride.

			“Yeah, the book says that after the home was built for the Dunwody family, they had a housewarming-slash-Christmas party. There was debris in the chimneys that they had stuck in there to get ready for the party and no one told the servants not to light fires in the fireplaces. The house burned down and had to be rebuilt.”

			“That’s awful!” Riley said, glancing through the thick canopy of trees to try to get a glimpse of the house.

			“The book says that some people experience ghosts by smelling them. They called it clairnatience. Supposedly, people around here have smelled fire and they don’t realize there’s nothing actually on fire.”

			“That’s crazy!” Riley took a deep breath, but smelled nothing. “I usually have such a good sense of smell, but apparently I’m not clairnatient!” Sammy was sniffing the air, but no more than he normally would.

			Finn laughed as they headed over a small grate and onto the driveway of Bulloch Hall. He stopped his bike and looked up at the big, white antebellum home. “It looks so grand, doesn’t it?”

			“Yeah,” Riley said as she looked across the bright green lawn and at the house with tall columns and large front porch. “Those rocking chairs would be a great place to sit and admire your property. Imagine what this all looked like in the 1800’s.”

			“According to the stories, people have seen one of those rocking chairs rock by itself and other people have seen figures in that window at the very top of the house,” Finn said as he pointed up toward the top of the house.

			Riley looked up at the window but couldn’t see anything. “Do you think it’s okay if we ride up to the front of the house? I want to get a closer look.”

			“Yeah, why not,” Finn said as he stood and pressed his pedals down to ride up the driveway.

			They rode up the gravel drive to the right of the house. Riley was fixated on the rocking chairs and thought she saw something to her right around the post and rail fence line. She scanned the area, but saw nothing and noticed that Sammy’s focus was in the same direction. Finn and Riley admired the house and watched the rocking chairs and top window, but didn’t see a thing.

			“Well, it’s a cool house. Maybe we’ll see something some day,” Finn said.

			“Yeah, we should see if our parents want to tour it some time,” Riley said.

			“That would be cool,” Finn said. “Hey, have you seen or heard from Hawk since last weekend?”

			“Nope, haven’t seen him at all, and my mom is starting to get irritated about his yard. I told her to give him a break, after all, he found Sammy for us.”

			“Exactly!” Finn said. “Besides, my dad was going over there today to see if he needed help. I’ll let you know how that goes.”

			“He said he was clearing brush when he found Sammy, I wonder why he won’t do any work on the front yard?”

			“Who knows. He does seem a little odd, maybe it’s from what he experienced in the military?”

			“Could be,” Riley said. They were riding their bikes back down the drive. “What are those buildings over there?” Riley was pointing to the small white buildings on the other side of the post and rail fence.

			“Slaves' quarters,” Finn said.

			“Oh, wow,” Riley said, trying to imagine what Georgia in the 1800’s would have been like, unable to wrap her head around it.

			“Hey, I meant to ask, what did the vet say about Sammy?”

			“Oh, he checked out fine,” Riley said as she glanced down at Sammy who was still just laying in the basket, enjoying the ride. “He did a few tests just to be sure, but my mom didn’t go into detail. It sounded like a regular check-up.”

			“Cool. That was so scary.”

			“Yeah, it was.” Riley was standing as she pedaled up Bulloch Avenue. It wasn’t a steep hill, but a gradual incline that almost felt worse than a steep one.

			“Let’s head home, I’m curious about my dad meeting Hawk,” Finn said.

			“Yeah, he’s so mysterious...I want to know more too!”

			 ###

			When Riley and Finn rounded the corner onto Riley’s street, they looked up and to the left at Hawk’s house. The yard was cut and the bushes trimmed, but there was no sign of Mr. Murphy or Hawk.

			“Let’s go to my house and see if my dad’s there,” Finn said.

			“Let me take Sammy home first,” Riley said, “I think he’s ready for some water and a nap.” She and Finn rode onto her driveway where Finn waited while Riley took Sammy inside.

			After a few minutes, Riley was back on the driveway, getting on her bike. “Race ya!” She said as she got a head-start and looked behind her giving Finn a playful smile.

			“That’s not fair!” Finn said as he pumped his legs fast to catch up.

			Riley pedaled as fast as she could but Finn had caught up with her and they both rolled over the Murphy’s driveway at the same time. Riley was laughing when she hopped off her bike. “I just had to see if you were paying attention!”

			Finn and Riley went straight to the kitchen for some water and they saw Finn’s parents seated at the kitchen table, their faces serious. “What’s wrong?” Finn asked.

			“Hey kiddo!” Mr. Murphy said. “Nothing’s wrong, why?”

			“You look so serious.”

			“We were just talking about Mr. Hawkins,” Finn’s mom said.

			Riley looked at Mrs. Murphy and said, “What happened? Was I right to be leery of him?”

			“No, not at all,” Mr. Murphy said, “come on, sit down with us and we’ll fill you in.”

			Finn grabbed his water and said, “His yard looks great.”

			Riley joined him on the far side of the table, “Yeah, it looks like you got that done quickly.”

			“Mr. Hawkins was without a lawn mower, so that was an easy fix,” Mrs. Murphy said.

			“So what’s going on?” Finn asked.

			“Have you ever heard of PTSD?” Finn’s dad asked him.

			“Yeah, isn’t that what soldiers get when they come home from war?”

			“Some of them do, son. It stands for Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. Hawk is a retired Army Ranger, and he saw quite a bit when he was deployed.”

			“Is he okay?” Riley said.

			“He’s having a bit of trouble, so we want to help him,” Mrs. Murphy said.

			“What can we do to help?” Riley said as she tucked her hair behind her ear. She felt horrible for letting her imagination run wild with what could be wrong with their neighbor. He sacrificed so much and was just trying to cope.

			It was Mr. Murphy who answered, “Our nephew, David, is a retired Ranger and he trains service dogs for veterans. We’re going to contact him and see what his organization, Dog at Hand, can do to help.”

			“That’s awesome!” Riley said. She loved dogs so much and knew how much the bond between human and dog meant.

			“Yeah, I bet David can find him an awesome dog!” Finn said.

			“It can take some time to get a dog, but we’ll help Hawk any way we can.” Mr. Murphy was also a veteran and knew how important it was to be a friend to Hawk.

			“Does he have a job?” Finn said.

			“Yes, luckily he does,” Mrs. Murphy said, “but he works from home so he’s not out interacting with a lot of people and that isn’t such a good thing. We don’t want him to hole-up while he’s dealing with assimilating.”

			“What’s that?” Finn said.

			“It’s adjusting to civilian life,” Mr. Murphy said. “He’s having to get used to life outside of the Army, and that can be tough.”

			“I’d like to help him,” Finn said.

			“Yeah, maybe we can take Sammy to visit him until he gets his service dog?” Riley said.

			“That’s a great idea!” Mrs. Murphy said.

			“Yeah, I’ll mention it to him and see if he would like that,” Finn’s dad said. “We’re going running in the morning. I’m going to try to make it a daily thing because that will help him too. And I could stand to lose a couple of pounds.” He patted his slight belly which was much smaller than most men his age. Riley always thought Finn’s dad was in good shape and figured it was because he had been in the military. He kind of looked like an older version of Hawk, but without the beard and much happier-looking.

			“Did you have a nickname when you were in the service?” Riley said.

			“Yep, Murph. Not the most creative and certainly not as cool as Hawk.”

			“Hawk is pretty cool,” Finn said. “I hope he wants us to visit, I’d like to help him if we can.”

			“I totally think Sammy could help him!” Riley was hopeful that Hawk would want to open up to them. She hated to think about how he might be suffering.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			Pup Therapy

			It was only June, but it was sweltering so Riley and Finn were in Riley’s house cooling off after a morning bike ride. They were in the kitchen filling up their water bottles when they heard a whimper from the front of the house. They went into the foyer to see Sammy peering out one of the windows that flanked the front door.

			“What it is, Sammy?” Riley asked her little buddy as she headed over to him. Sammy’s little black nub of a tail was wagging vigorously back and forth.

			“Does he see something, maybe a squirrel?” Finn said.

			“If it were a squirrel, he’d be going crazy,” Riley said as she squatted down and tried to get at eye-level with Sammy to see what he was looking at. She couldn’t see any critters on the front porch. Movement caught her eye across the street and she looked further out. “Hawk’s in his yard, maybe that’s what he sees?”

			As if knowing what she said, Sammy began to whimper even more. The little dog ran in a circle two times, then scratched at the front door.

			“Huh. Looks like he might want to go see Hawk,” Finn said. “Let’s get his leash.”

			Riley tucked her hair behind her ear, “Do you think it’s safe?”

			“Yeah, my dad’s been running with him for the last two weeks now, besides, if he acts like he doesn’t want us there, we’ll just leave.”

			“Okay, I’ll go get his leash.”

			###

			Riley, Finn, and Sammy headed down the front porch steps and Sammy was pulling mightily on his leash, something he didn’t normally do, especially as he got older. He started barking which was also uncommon for him and this got Hawk’s attention. Sammy led them over to Hawk’s yard where he appeared to be repairing his mailbox.

			“Hi Hawk!” Finn said with his usual confidence.

			“Hey,” Hawk replied with his usual curtness.

			Riley swallowed hard, “We think Sammy saw you out here and wanted to see you. I think he wanted to thank you for finding him.” She hoped hearing this would make Hawk feel good.

			Hawk squatted low and held his hand out to Sammy. Sammy was wiggling out of control and licking Hawk’s hand like crazy. He then started to try to jump into his lap. “Hey little fella. How are you?” Hawk’s deep voice went up an octave and a slight smile appeared at the corners of his mouth. “He really wanted to come see me?”

			Riley looked at Hawk and Sammy with a big smile, “Yep, he couldn’t contain himself, apparently he still can’t.” Sammy seemed to be wiggling every muscle of his body.

			Hawk picked Sammy up and stood. He gently scratched Sammy’s little face with his massive hand. Sammy was loving every minute, a smile wide on his furry little face. “He does seem to like me,” Hawk spoke so quietly it was almost hard to hear him.

			“We heard you will be getting a service dog,” Finn said.

			Hawk answered while still looking at Sammy, a grin widening on his face, “Yeah, I’m on the list, but it could take some time. I love dogs and really miss having one.”

			Riley sensed that this loss had really impacted Hawk, and she felt so bad for him. She noticed that Hawk seemed to open up to them with Sammy in his arms. “Well, we can bring Sammy over any time. Clearly he likes you.”

			“That would be cool.” Hawk’s voice was like molasses, deep and slow. “Would you like that, Sammy?” He was looking Sammy in the eyes, his own eyes starting to sparkle. Sammy licked Hawk on the tip of his nose. Hawk looked at Riley, “I think we would both like that. Very much.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			The Tethered Dog

			June had turned to July and the heat was really oppressive this summer. Riley and her parents were watching television in their sun room where it was nice and cool. Sammy was curled up next to Riley’s thigh sleeping deeply. “Sammy seems so tired lately,” Riley said as she looked at Sammy and stroked the top of his head.

			Riley’s mom glanced at her dad quickly then said, “Well, honey, when you’re at school he sleeps all day and you’ve kept him busy this summer. All those visits with Hawk in addition to his walks, he’s not used to all that.” She continued to flip through a tabloid magazine and glanced at her husband again.

			“Besides, sweetie, he’s an old man,” her dad said gently. “He just doesn’t have the energy he used to.”

			“Yeah, you’re probably right,” Riley said as she watched her sweet dog slumber. “Have you seen the dog at the front of the neighborhood that’s always chained outside? I feel so bad for it.”

			“You and these dogs,” her mom said as she was scanning a page of her magazine. “When I was growing up, all our dogs were outside dogs. My dad called them porch dogs because they were either laying on the front porch, or under it during the summer.”

			“You grew up in the country, mom. Plus things were different back then.”

			“You say it like it was centuries ago!”

			“I don’t mean that, but you have to admit that people have gotten better about how they care for their dogs.” Riley was unconsciously petting Sammy as she talked. “Well, many people, anyway. That poor chained dog looks miserable. It’s bad enough to be an outside dog, but to be chained all the time, it’s just horrible.”

			“I agree,” Riley’s dad said as he scrolled through the guide on the TV, looking for something to watch. “Why have a dog if it’s going to be chained outside.”

			Riley liked that her dad got the point, but neither of her parents seemed to care to get involved. “I wish there was something we could do.”

			Riley’s mom was now filing her fingernails. “Now don’t go getting involved in everyone’s business, it’s not your place.”

			Riley was discouraged and figured she should be having this conversation with Finn’s parents instead of her own. She decided she would head over to Finn’s tomorrow and talk to his mom. She’d have a solution.

			 ###

			As Riley was heading to Finn’s the next morning, she saw Hawk taking his trash cans to the curb. She headed over to him with Sammy so they could say hi.

			“Hey Riley.” Hawk squatted down, “Hey Sammy.” Hawk was petting Sammy’s little head which made his hands look even larger, then scratched him on the back, just above his tail. “You’re feeling kinda skinny little man.”

			“I think I’ve been walking him too much,” Riley said, noticing that Sammy did indeed look a little skinnier than usual. “How’s everything going with you?”

			“Good. Still waiting to hear about a dog of my own, but it’s okay because I just found out that my job will be sending me out of town for at least six months. I’m still waiting to find out when I leave.”

			“Oh, wow,” Riley said curious about what he did and where he would be going. “Maybe by the time you get back, a dog will be ready for you?”

			“That’s what I’m hoping for,” Hawk said as he stood. “You heading to Finn’s?”

			“Yeah, I want to talk to his mom about the dog that’s been chained outside near the front of the neighborhood. I want to see if there is anything we can do about it. It makes me sad every time I pass by.”

			“I know the dog you’re talking about,” Hawk said as the muscles in his jaw flexed. “It’s not right.”

			“Do you think we could try talking to the owner?” Riley thought that Hawk might make the dog’s owner nervous enough to actually agree to do something. She didn’t know the people who lived there, but Hawk was an imposing man and his appearance alone might scare someone into doing the right thing.

			“It’s worth a try. The owners just might need to be educated, they may not know any better. See what Finn’s mom has to say and I’ll stop by the house.”

			Riley thought Hawk looked happy to have the chance to do something to help someone, especially since that someone was a dog. “Okay, thanks! Let me know what happens.” Riley was grinning as she trotted off with Sammy. On the inside she was laughing at herself for ever thinking Hawk could be a creep. He was a nice guy who had a lot of baggage, but the fact that he cared so much about dogs spoke volumes to Riley. When she got to Finn’s house, she found out that Mrs. Murphy had to go out of town to visit a sick Aunt. Riley and Finn decided to wait and see what Hawk could find out about the tethered dog. They hoped he could talk some sense into the dog’s owners.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			Unwelcome News

			Riley was anxious to find out if Hawk had talked to the owners of the tethered dog, Finn was too. They hadn’t seen him since Riley spoke with him, so they decided to go over on Saturday around lunch time. Since Riley had seen Hawk on Thursday morning, she hoped he had been able to talk to the owners since then.

			They arrived at Hawk’s doorstep and rang the doorbell. He looked a bit haggard, but joined them on the front porch. As soon as Hawk sat, Sammy ran over to him and tried to jump into his lap. The jump was too high so Hawk helped him up. Sammy was wriggling all over, kissing Hawk’s face. He looked more excited to see Hawk than ever and Riley wondered if Sammy could sense that he was having a rough day.

			“How’s it going?” Finn asked.

			“Alright,” Hawk said, not offering much. He was petting Sammy on his side as he had now curled up in a ball in Hawk’s lap.

			“So, were you able to talk to the owners of the tethered dog?” Riley asked, her voice hopeful.

			“Yeah, I was.” Hawk’s mood seemed to change. “I’m sorry, I almost forgot about that.”

			“What did they say?” Finn asked.

			“It’s an old couple, Mr. and Mrs. Goralski, who got the dog for protection. The want him in case someone enters their yard, like an alarm.”

			“But it’s so hot outside and he’s stuck on that chain!” Riley just didn’t understand.

			“As I was talking to them, I remembered a group based in the Pacific Northwest that I heard about when I was stationed at Fort Lewis. The group is called Fences for Fido and they work to unchain dogs by building fences for people. They figure if they can’t get the dogs inside, the least they can do is get them off the chains.”

			“Wow, that’s awesome!” Riley said. “But do they do that here?”

			“No, they only work in Oregon and Washington right now, but who’s to say we can’t do it ourselves?” Hawk looked more relaxed and actually excited about this project.

			“Would they be willing?” Finn said.

			“I explained to them what the dog needs and offered to build them a fence at no cost. I couldn’t convince them to let the dog inside, but they did agree to the fence.” Hawk looked down at Sammy who was now snoozing hard.

			“That’s great!” Riley said. “Can we help you?”

			“Yeah, the more help, the quicker it will go,” Hawk said.

			“Cool. I know my parents will want to help too!” Finn said.

			Riley wished her parents would want to help, but her mom didn’t do manual labor, she might break a nail, and her dad was busy at the law firm lately. “I’m not sure if my parents can help, but surely between us and Finn’s parents, we can knock it out.”

			“Sounds good,” Hawk said as he gently picked up Sammy and set him down. “Still feeling skinny, buddy.” He gave him a scratch on the head and Sammy licked Hawk’s hand. Hawk got up, “It was good seeing you two. I’ll set-up the build with the Goralskis and let you know.”

			Riley was excited about this project and Hawk looked better than when they arrived so she hoped their visit had helped him. She knew he loved seeing Sammy so that alone probably made him feel better. She had noticed Sammy was still feeling skinny and was going to talk to her parents about it. She wanted to make sure they were feeding him enough.

			###

			At dinner that night, Riley noticed that instead of sitting by her side, hoping for a piece of food to fall, Sammy was laying on the Alpaca blanket in the sun room. “Sammy’s not in here like usual, waiting for food, and he feels skinny,” Riley said as she looked at her parents.

			Hailey said, “Yeah, I tried to give him a treat earlier and he wasn’t interested.”

			Riley’s parents exchanged glances and Riley felt her throat tighten. “Mom, dad, what’s wrong? Is there something wrong?”

			Riley’s dad set his knife and fork down. “When we took him to the vet after he got out, they noticed his weight had dropped and since he was only gone less than 24 hours, they did a blood test.”

			Riley felt tears well up in her eyes. He couldn’t be sick, he just couldn’t, she thought.

			Her dad continued, “His white blood count was elevated and they believe he has cancer.”

			Riley dropped her silverware, tears were streaming fast down her cheeks. “No, he can’t, please tell me they made a mistake!”

			Riley’s mom reached over and tucked Riley’s hair behind her ear. “Sweetie, I’m sorry, they’re sure he’s sick.”

			“But can’t they do something?” Riley was crying, trying to wrap her head around this. “Surely we can do something!”

			Riley’s dad swallowed hard. “Dr. Morgan said we could try chemo, but due to Sammy’s age and health, it would likely only extend his life a few months, and his quality of life wouldn’t be good.”

			“So we’re just going to let him die?” Riley couldn’t believe what she was hearing, there had to be a way to help him.

			“Stop being so dramatic,” Hailey said as if Riley was reacting to a papercut on her finger versus hearing that her beloved dog was terminally ill.

			“Hailey,” their father snapped, “that’s uncalled for.”

			Riley’s blood was boiling. Why was her sister so mean to her? She didn’t care about Hailey or anyone else right now. Riley got up from the table and went to be with Sammy. She was devastated. She knew Sammy wouldn’t live forever, but the news that he was really sick was a punch to the gut. As she laid there petting him and settling herself, she decided she was going to make sure his last days were his best days.

			Riley’s dad came into the room and sat on the nearby chair. “Honey, this doesn’t mean he’s going to pass tomorrow, we still have time with him. Doctor Morgan gave us some medicine that will help with any pain. I hope you know that if there was a treatment available to help him or cure him, we would do it.”

			“Are you sure there’s nothing we can do?” Riley was looking at Sammy as she stroked his back.

			“I’m sure, sweetie. I’ve been researching this a lot. Your mom and I have chosen to do the humane thing here. Sammy will let us know when he’s ready to go.” Her dad’s voice caught ever so slightly. “Let’s enjoy our time with him, okay?”

			“Okay, daddy. I agree, it’s what he deserves.”

			“I’m glad you can see that. Besides, you can tell he’s still feeling well enough. He’s still somewhat active and you’ve said he lights up when he sees Hawk.”

			“Yeah, you’re right. He’ll let us know when it’s time.” Riley prayed for a miracle.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			Fences For Fido

			Riley was glad that her dad had helped her understand that Sammy still had time with them. He was still active and alert, he just slept more than usual and Riley was being careful not to wear him out. She was afraid to tell Hawk, but he took it pretty well. Riley wondered if he already knew something was wrong with Sammy.

			The weekend had come to work on the Goralski’s project and get their poor pup, Homer, off the chain. Riley shared her scrambled eggs with Sammy before heading out. She was glad he was eating and enjoying the eggs. Riley hoped this was all a big mistake and that he was really just sick of dog food.

			When Riley got to the Goralski’s, Hawk was already there unloading materials from his truck with Mr. Murphy. Mrs. Murphy was talking to the elderly couple and Finn came over to Riley. “How’s Sammy?”

			“Good,” Riley said, “he shared my scrambled eggs, so that was good.”

			“I’m glad,” Finn said. “I’m excited to build this fence for Homer.”

			“We need to make sure to take some pictures. I looked at Fences for Fidos’ website and they have all these great pictures during the build and after. The dogs’ faces are so happy when they’re running free!”

			“That’s so cool,” Finn said. “It would be neat if Fences for Fido could go nationally and have people all over the country doing builds like this, wouldn’t it?”

			“Yeah, it would.” Riley thought about all the other dogs that were living on chains and her heart broke for them. Sammy may be sick, she thought, but at least he’s had a wonderful life. This surprisingly made her feel better, even if just for a moment.

			The build went faster than Riley thought it would since they were using wire fencing versus wood and the Goralski’s two grown children had come to help, so that made a difference. Hawk directed the build and everyone else followed his orders. He was really organized, Riley thought, and because of that the job seemed to go really fast. Hawk even seemed to be in a good mood which made Riley happy.

			Mrs. Murphy had purchased a white domed dog house that was supposed to keep dogs cool in the summer and warm in the winter. Riley helped her carry it to a spot in the shade of an old oak tree that Hawk had suggested.

			“I still feel bad that Homer will be stuck outside,” Riley said to Mrs. Murphy.

			“I know, but these are baby steps, maybe once they see him running free, they’ll do more. We have to give them credit for doing this and accepting our help.”

			Riley admired that Mrs. Murphy could look at this situation that way and figured she was right, they were educating this couple and helping Homer gain some freedom.

			The time had come to let Homer see his new territory. Hawk had Homer’s leash and Riley could tell the dog was pulling hard. It was as if he knew something was up...or just excited to have so many visitors. Riley got her phone ready and started snapping pictures. When Hawk unclipped Homer’s leash the pretty black dog looked around and sniffed the ground. He took one step, then two. It was as if he was so used to only being able to take so many steps that he didn’t realize he could take more.

			Finn was on the far side of the yard and called out, “Come here, Homer!” He clapped for the dog to come.

			Homer’s head popped up and he looked at Finn who was still clapping. “Come here, Homer!”

			Homer took a few steps and the moment of realization on his face was priceless. Homer started to run, a long glorious stride, a smile across his face, his pink tongue hanging out. He ran up to Finn who only had a second to pet him then Homer was off. He ran all around the yard, stopping at each person briefly before taking off again. He continued to tear around the yard and grabbed at toys that Riley’s parents had bought for him. Homer ran up to Hawk and rolled over on his belly for a rub, his tongue hung out the side of his mouth as he laid there smiling. Riley noticed that Hawk was smiling more than she’d ever seen before, she was glad that this project had helped Hawk, maybe as much as it helped Homer.

		

	
		
			Chapter NINE

			Summer’s End

			Riley couldn’t believe that summer was almost over. She and Finn had enjoyed their summer and Riley tried not to think about school starting on Monday. They were watching television in Riley’s sun room and whenever a Back to School commercial came on, Riley changed the channel.

			“Why do you keep doing that?” Finn said as he took a bite of his sandwich.

			Riley sighed, “I’m not ready to go back to school.”

			“Aren’t you at all excited about starting middle school?” Finn said as he chewed.

			“Nope,” Riley said as she flipped back to the channel they had been watching, and petted a sleeping Sammy who was in her lap.

			“I think it’ll be cool. We’ll be out of elementary school and we’ll meet new people.”

			“I just love the freedom of summer. Think of all the cool things we’ve done this summer. When we start school it’s going to be day after day of classes and homework with only weekends to have fun.”

			“Well, we’ll just have to find some adventure on weekends. We still have lots of haunted places that we haven’t visited,” Finn said.

			“That’s true. Where’s the next place you want to check out?”

			Finn crumpled up the paper towel in his hand after wiping his mouth. “Let’s ride up to the ice cream shop near the square and hang out on the bandstand. The author of that book saw a full-bodied apparition at the intersection of Atlanta Street and Sloan street, plus I’ve heard stories of people seeing faces in the windows on the second floor of the Public House.”

			“Sounds like a plan,” Riley said as she lifted Sammy off her lap and set him back down in the spot where she had been sitting. She knelt down and gave him kisses. “Bye, buddy, we’ll be back in a little while.” He seemed really sleepy today and hadn’t been interested in her eggs this morning, she hoped he was just having an off day.

			 ###

			Riley and Finn rode down Mimosa street and turned left onto Sloan Street. It was a hot day, but thankfully there was a breeze. Finn pushed the crosswalk light at the corner of Sloan Street and Atlanta Street. “This is where the author saw the apparition, it was in the roadway, then she saw it later on the ghost tour according to the book.”

			“Wow, do you think it was someone she knew? Someone trying to communicate with her?”

			“I don’t know,” Finn said, “all those ghost shows I watch say it’s rare to see a full-bodied ghost like that, so perhaps someone was trying to show her something or communicate with her.”

			“We should see if our parents will take us on the tour,” Riley said as they continued to wait for the long light to change. She didn’t see any apparitions and was kind of glad she didn’t. She thought it would freak her out, but knew her friend would love to see one.

			“Yeah, let’s do that!” Finn said as he scanned the street. The light changed and the kids rode across it after they made sure the cars were stopping. They headed down Sloan Street and into parking lots for the shops and restaurants that lined Atlanta street. When they got to the second lot, they chained their bikes to a light post and went to the ice cream shop.

			They walked into the air conditioned shop and waited in line to order. “It’s busy in here today,” Finn said.

			“I guess since it’s the last Saturday before school starts, everyone is out,” Riley said.

			“Yeah, I’m sure lots of these people were down at the park,” Finn said, referring to Old Mill Park that was down at the bottom of the hill. The park had walking trails, a large creek with a covered bridge, a waterfall, and ruins from the old cotton mill. There was a ton of cool stuff to explore at Old Mill Park.

			After they paid for their ice cream, and since Finn wanted to look for ghosts, the two friends headed across the street with their ice cream cones to the bandstand in the square. They could sit in the shade of the bandstand and get a good view of the Public House’s windows as well as the intersection where the ghost had been seen.

			Riley was enjoying her chocolate chip cone, trying to eat it before it melted. “Our last days of freedom,” she said to Finn.

			Finn laughed, “Yeah, but who knows, maybe we’ll make some new friends.”

			“You will,” Riley said. “For you, that’s no problem.”

			“Look,” Finn said as he pointed across the street.

			Riley was looking up at the windows, but didn’t see anything. “What? Do you see something?”

			“On the sidewalk.”

			“Ugh, why did you have to point him out?” Riley said as she looked at the stocky kid across the street. Corey Thornton was their classmate and neighbor and wasn’t a nice kid.

			“We’re lucky, he was probably at some fancy summer camp, or gallivanting around Europe with his family all summer.”

			Corey’s dad had appeared and the two headed into Roswell Hardware. “I’m so glad we didn’t have to deal with him this summer,” Riley said. “I hope I’m not stuck in any classes with him.”

			“For his dad to be such an important guy in this town, you’d think he’d teach his son to be nicer,” Finn said as he bit into his cone.

			“Let’s forget about him and talk about ghosts,” Riley said. “We’ll have the whole school year to deal with Corey and his friends.”

			Finn told Riley about some of the ghost stories he had heard, both in the book and random other ones he’d heard around town. They rode their bikes down to the covered bridge and then around the Mill Village and up to the cemetery where the town’s founders were buried. It was as if Riley was on her own personal ghost tour and she had forgotten all about starting school on Monday.

			Finn looked at his watch as they were getting ready to leave the cemetery. “It’s almost four o’clock! We should probably head home.”

			“This is like our last non-school night,” Riley said as school came back into her head. “Our last night of staying up late, and tomorrow is our last day of sleeping in. We better enjoy it.”

			“Maybe you can come over after dinner?” Finn said.

			“Sure, I’ll ask my parents. They were talking about family movie night, though. Of course, knowing Hailey, she’ll probably have better things to do, so they may not mind.”

			Riley and Finn had made their way back to Mimosa Street, taking their time and talking about the historic homes that lined the street. Riley always wondered about the few that were private homes with gates and lots of foliage that made it hard to see much of the actual houses. She liked to imagine what the gardens looked like and made up stories in her mind of who lived there. They were about half way to their neighborhood when Riley felt her phone vibrate in her back pocket. “Hang on,” she said to Finn as they rolled to a stop on the sidewalk.

			Riley pulled her phone out of her pocket and tapped the screen twice. Riley gasped and put her hand up to her mouth.

			Finn swore Riley’s face had just gone three shades lighter in an instant. “What’s wrong?”

			Riley’s hand was shaking as she showed him her phone, her large blue eyes welled up. Finn looked at the screen, the text was from her mom and it read, Head straight home, Sammy’s not doing well.
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www.FencesForFido.org

			To learn more about Dog at Hand, visit:
www.DogAtHand.com

			

            Roswell, Georgia is an actual town just North of Atlanta. Most of the places in this story are real, though some are the product of my imagination to suit the story. For example, Riley’s neighborhood off Mimosa does not exist, but would be a great place to live! The Chandlery is an actual gift shop in the heart of Historic Roswell on Canton Street. The Square is real as is the bandstand on the North end of it. The Public House and Historic Roswell Visitors Center are real and are situated across Atlanta Street from The Square. The book, Roswell: History, Haunts and Legends by Dianna Avena is real and a must read if you love history and ghost stories! The Roswell Ghost Tour is also real and a must for anyone visiting Roswell.

		

	
		
			Acknowledgments

			Thank you to the men and women of our armed forces who sacrifice so much for the rest of us to live free, you have my utmost gratitude.  David Sanders (and Baggy), for sharing your knowledge with me and telling me to read On Assimiliation: A Ranger’s Return from War by Leo Jenkins, and to Leo for sharing your story. We cannot begin to understand how others feel and what they’ve been through unless we’ve walked a mile in their shoes. While I will never understand what our veterans go through, reading this book opened my eyes to the difficulty of assimiliation.

			As always, to Michael, Finlay, and Riley - my family, my heart. To my parents for your continued support of the Riley Carson Series. To Reena, Joy, and Barbara for reading and proofing for me, I appreciate it so much!

			To Fences for Fido for your work in unchaining dogs...until there’s a day where tethering dogs is outlawed everywhere. To Dog at Hand for pairing veterans with dogs that can help them, it’s such a special, important, and invaluable relationship.

			To Dianna Avena for letting me use your book in my book! I hope readers pick up your book to read about all the cool ghost stories in Historic Roswell, Georgia.

			To my readers - you are everything! Thank you for your support and enthusiasm, it means more to me than you know and it inspires me to keep writing. To God for guiding me on this path and putting such wonderful, supportive people around me.

		

	
		
			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

            [image: Megan Wargula]

			Megan Wargula is a self-proclaimed “dog nerd” - the kind of person who knows the dogs in her neighborhood better than their humans! A native of Atlanta, Georgia, Megan has always loved animals and has made it her mission to make the world a better place for dogs through her writing. When not at her day job as a graphic designer, Megan spends the rest of her time writing and enjoying life with her husband and dogs, Finlay and Riley. Megan is a fan of history and the paranormal which is part of the reason she loves the town of Roswell, Georgia so much. Many of the places in the book are real, so plan your visit!

			Fun Facts: Megan, Finlay, and Riley were fortunate enough to get some training from Victoria Stilwell when she won a contest that included a piece in Oprah Magazine! Oh, and she invited a rock star to her prom back in the 90’s and he said yes. She thinks it might have been the very first prom-posal, and is forever grateful to Evan Dando of Lemonheads for being such a nice guy.
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