It was the last day of school, and Patrick and all his friends were excited to start their summer vacation. All the students at Garden Elementary School were talking about the plans they had for summer vacation. Patrick’s friend John was talking about playing video games all summer, and just relaxing. Patrick thought that might have been fun, but his family had other plans. Patrick was thinking he could play video games and watch TV all summer. He would love to hang out with his friends. But his family had other ideas.
Sara, Patrick’s sister, was more adventurous than Patrick. She was excited about the mystery and the sense of exploration. Sara had always been excited to learn about new places; she had always wanted to visit the places she read about in a book. Sara often wrote and loved to write about things she had experienced. 
Patrick and Sara’s family never discussed with them what the plans were, but they said it will be enriching and exciting. They were from a small town in the middle of Missouri; they had never really been outside of Central Missouri.
“All right, friends, I have one more assignment for you before the bell rings,” said the teacher.
“But it’s summer break,” cried out all the students in Ms. Duran’s fourth grade class. 
“Now hang on, friends, and listen. This assignment will not be hard,” said Miss Duran. “In fact, the assignment is really easy. Are you ready for your assignment?” asked Ms. Duran.
“Yes, Ms. Duran,” said all the children in unison.
“Okay then . . .” Ms. Duran paused and waited till right before the bell rang to dismiss the class. “All right . . . your assignment . . . is to . . . have a wonderful summer break.” 
Ring. Ring. Ring. The sound of the dismissal bell had always been deafening, but it was the sound of freedom and no homework.
As Patrick and Sara sprang from their desks, they could here chattering in the halls. It was the other students chatting about plans for summer break. They were chatting about movies and video games, and two girls were talking about where they are going for vacation. One girl said, “Well, I am going to Japan.” 
The other girl replied with,, “Oh, that is nothing, we went there two summers ago. We are going to Australia this summer.” 
Out of what seemed like nowhere, another girl chimed in, “Did those egos come with the yachts?” 
Sara laughed at that remark and at the same time got a little jealous but reminded herself that she was going on a vacation with her family. Not knowing where yet, she was full of anticipation as to where the destination would be. Sara thought maybe it would be Japan or Australia or maybe somewhere even more exotic like the Congo. She had read about all those places and always wanted to visit them.
Sara and Patrick grabbed their backpacks and were on their way to the bus. As they were about to head out, Ms. Duran stopped them. “Where are you two going?” asked Ms. Duran.
“To the bus to go home, Ms. Duran,” replied Patrick.
“Yeah, Ms. Duran, our parents said we can’'t miss the bus this time. We can’'t be late,.” said Sara.
Ms. Duran responded with, “Oh, you won’'t be late, your parents are already here to pick you up.” Ms. Duran went on to say, “Don’t forget your assignment, I want a full report on your travels. Now go have fun, you two.” 
Patrick was not too pleased to hear that their parents were at the school to pick him and his sister up. With a grimacing look on his face, Patrick turned around and started to head to the front where his and his sister’s parents were waiting for them. 
They took their backpacks off as their mom and dad greeted them. “Hello, children!” first greeted by their mom then by their dad. 
“Hello,” said the children. 
“How was your last day of school for the year?” asked their mom.
“It was okay,” said Sara.
“It was boring,” said Patrick.
“Well, are we all set then?” asked their dad.
“I think we are,” replied their mom.
“Aren’'t we going home first?” asked Patrick.
Their mom replied with, “Nope, we are headed straight for fun and adventure.”
Patrick thought, How lame. It’s more fun playing games with my friends.
“Our first stop, children, is Mark Twain National Forest,” said their dad. He went on to say, “It is 1.5 million acres of beautiful landscape, which anyone can enjoy. We can go hiking, mountain biking, fishing, and so much more.” 
“It would be fun to ride our bikes through the forest. Don’t you agree, Patrick?” asked Sara. 
Patrick kinda nodded and was not interested in going anywhere; he wanted to just sit back relax and play his favorite video game with his friends.
“Will we be able to explore all of the trails?” asked Sara.


“Yeah, maybe you will get lost in the forest. Yay, no more bratty sister!” exclaimed Patrick.
The children’'s mom added, “The forest has over 750 miles of trails. Some of the Ozark Trail winds through the forest. It also has streams, suitable for floating, canoeing, and kayaking. So no, Sara, we will not have time to explore that much trail. I am sorry.” 
In a sarcastic way, Patrick replied, “If we have to go somewhere for vacation, why couldn’'t it be someplace cooler like Japan or Australia?”
“You were listening to those girls talking in the hall, weren’'t you?” asked Sara.
“No . . . well, yes, kinda,” replied Patrick. “I just thought, if we were going to go somewhere, let’s go somewhere where we could see something neat.” 
“Those girls are from a wealthy, prominente family.” Sara went on to say, “Their heads are stuck in the clouds.”
As Sara and Patrick’s dad drove, Sara noticed the trees were getting thicker along the edge of the road. The brush was getting more dense, deeper, richer greens. The wild flowers were brilliant white and yellow, with blue and purple flowers scattered among the white and yellow flowers. There were trees with red flowers, white flowers, pink flowers, and trees with white bark; it reminded her of some of the pictures in the nature books that she reads. The shadows were starting to become more defined and more abundant.
Sara and Patrick’s dad turned off the interstate onto a highway, though after a few miles on the highway, it seemed more like a country back road. The road  had become more hilly and curvy. As the SUV rounded one bend, another bend was fast-approaching. As one hill was crested, there was another just on the other side. The trees seemed as if they were trying to reach out and shake hands to say hello. After what seemed like forever, they finally turned onto a gravel road that stretched far beyond what the eye can see. The trees were now even thicker and more lush than before. The undergrowth of the forest looked as if it had been untouched. The deeper they went, the more excited Sara was to explore and see what is out in the wilderness.
THUD! Sara was enjoying the view when a loud thud was heard from under the SUV. At the same time, the vehicle bounced, startling Sara.
Chapter 2
Patrick was playing a game on his phone; he din’t see what made the forest and nature so exciting. Leveling up on his video game was the excitement and thrilling adventures he sought. There just seemed to be an endless number of trees. The road was windy and hilly, made him queasy. The trees seemed to be mocking him with their branches outreached, as if they wanted to grab him and pull him into the dense thick forest. The road was increasingly getting narrower, hillier, and windier than when they first turned onto the highway, which seemed more like a back woods road that doesn’t get traveled on often. Returning to his phone, he thought he would just play his game and not worry about the road. After what seemed like hours of driving down this windy road, Patrick and Sara’s dad turned off onto a gravel road. The road got bumpy from the rocks that make up the road, and from the ruts made from water runoff washing out the road. It was too bumpy for Patrick to continue playing his game on the phone so he switched to listening to music on his phone. After a few miles down the gravel road, he lost signal, his music cut off. 
THUD! The hard bump that hit the SUV caused his ear buds to pop out of his ears.
“What was that?” asked Patrick.
“Oh, just a rut in the road,.” replied their dad.
“That scared me,” said Sara.
“Don’t let it . . . ,” their dad started to say.
Thump, thump, thump, thump. As the SUV continued down the road, the thumping sounds continued and became more apparent. Sara and Patrick’s dad started to push in on the brake then slowly pulled over on the side of the road. As their dad slowed down, the thumping sound started to slow down. Once the SUV came to a complete stop, so did the thumping sound. 
“That sounds like more than a bump in the road, Dad,” said Sara. “That hard thud scared me.”
“Is that a flat tire, Dad?” asked Patrick.
“I hope not,” said their dad.
“I will take care of it,” said their mom.
Everyone looked at the mom, as if asking her, “What are you talking about?”
Their mom replied, “What? You look as if I don’t know what I am doing.” 
Their mom had worked on vehicles all her childhood and into her adult life. She had done everything, from rebuilding an engine to rebuilding transmissions, and from repairing body damage to general maintenance. Their mom got out and looked around to see what they hit. In the distance, she saw what could be a pothole. The tire can wait for now, she thought. 

She wanted to investigate the cause of the large thud, and the tire going flat. As she started to walk down the road to investigate what caused the flat, their dad got out of the SUV. 
“Is there something wrong honey?” asked the dad.
The mom replied, “No, it was just a washout in the road. Let's get the tire changed and get back on our way.” 
Sara said to Patrick, “Mom has a puzzled look on her face. I wonder if something is wrong. It looks as if she had seen a ghost.” 
“Hmmm, I don’t know,” replied Patrick.
“Well, do you think we should ask if everything is all right?” 
“I think we should just ignore it.”
“Why?”
With a stern look on Patrick’s face, he replied, “Because you know how Mom gets when people, ‘intervene.’” 
“I would not exactly call asking Mom if she is okay ‘intervening,’ now would you?”
“I dunno.” Patrick returned to trying to get phone signal. “Why isn’t this thing working? Grrr!”
“It is from all the trees. They are blocking cell signal,” said Sara.
On the outside of the car, Mom tightened down the last lug nut and lowered the SUV back onto the ground.
“All done,” said Mom. “Let’s get back on the road.”
“That was not hard! I did not know you knew how to do that,” said Dad.
“No, it’s not, let’s just get on our way,” said Mom with a startled look on her face.
Back on the road, Sara could not stop thinking about the look on her mom’s face. It was a face of concern and distraught. Sara was really concerned for her mom and what she had found in the rut of the road. Dad didn’'t seem concerned. However, he didn’t look into the rut. And Patrick was just being Patrick, trying to get his phone to work. She was wondering what her mom saw in the rut in the road. 
“I don’'t have a good feeling about this road,” said Patrick.
“Do you know where we are?” asked Sara. 
“Yes,” replied Dad.

“Honey, are you sure?” asked Mom.
“Yes! See, the GPS says we are heading the right way,” replied Dad.
“Wait! You are using GPS?!” exclaimed Mom. She was thinking, You heard Patrick complaining that he did not have signal. So if Patrick does not have signal on his phone, how do you have signal on yours? These woods are too dense with overhanging trees to get cell or regular GPS signal.  
“Yes, why?”
“ You may want to double- check. Are you sure you have GPS right now?”
“Yes, I had it the last time I looked.”
“When was that?” asked Mom.
“Right before we turned onto this road,.” said Dad.
“GPS will not work with all of these trees over hanging and blocking the signals,.” Mom replied.
“May we turn around and go back the way we came?” asked Patrick.
As the SUV went further down the road, the road started to get even more windy and hilly. The road got darker, the trees became more dense. The gravel road turned into a dirt road. The road seemed as if it had not been maintained in years. The road got bumpier and harder to maintain control of the SUV. The road narrowed, and the shoulder had disappeared.  
“Hey, there is a sign up ahead. Let’s see what it says,” said Dad. 
As he drove, the sign seemed as if it were moving further away, as did the narrowing of the road. As the SUV approached the sign, the road started to stop looking like a road and more like a dirt path. Now what once seemed like a two-lane road was now more of a one-lane drive way. The dirt became less pact and more loose and even harder to drive on. 
The sign was made of what seemed like old barn wood painted white. It looked as if the boards on the sign were broken and not cut to make the sign. The sign came into view and very clear. There were holes sporadically through out the sign and in big bold black letters read, “PRIVATE DRIVE”; under that read, “KEEP OUT.” 
“Dad, I think we should turn around and go back the same way we went. Maybe we missed a turn somewhere,” Patrick stated.   
“Let’s just see if there is a house up here. We will ask for directions,” Dad replied.
Quickly approaching was another sign made of the same broken wood, painted with the same white paint, this time in red letters. 


Dad said, “Hey, there is another sign, let’s see what this one says. Maybe it is a road sign that will tell us how to get back on the main road.”  
“I doubt it, Dad, the last one said ‘PRIVATE DRIVE, KEEP OUT,’” replied Sara.
“Well, let’'s just see if there is a house up here, maybe they can help,” Dad replied.
“This is a little bit out of the way of civilization, would you agree?” Mom asked Dad.
“Well, someone must live here. After all, someone had to have put up those signs.”
“That maybe so, but I am still uncomfortable being out here, especially with the children.” 
The sign appeared clear and reads in big, bold, red letters, “WARNING: KEEP OUT”; under that read, “PRIVATE PROPERTY.” 
“Dad, someone clearly wants . . . ,” started to say Sara, then came Sara’s high-pitched, shrilling scream. “AHHH!”
“What is it, honey?” asked Dad.
“There . . . was . . . a . . . man . . . He . . . was st-standing . . . right behind that tree by the sign.”
“Are you sure? What did he look like? I don’t see him.” 
“I am telling you, I saw him standing there. He was tall, thin, had a brown worn-out hat that looked kinda like what a cowboy would wear. He had a dark brown mustache and a scraggly goatee. You have to believe me.”
“Look, there is a house just up the road, it’'s not that far. I will drive up there and see if anyone is home. I will ask for directions and get us out of here,” replied Dad.
“Why can’'t we just turn around and go back the same way we came?” asked Sara.
“I believe you, honey,” said Mom with a startled look on her face. 
“Did no one else see him?” Sara silently asking herself. “There is that same look on Mom’'s face. What did she see in the rut  in the road? Why are there signs in what we think is a public access road?” Sara has a lot of questions, but she knows there are no answers to them at the moment. 
Chapter 3
Dad pulled up to the house at the top of the drive. The house was a three- story colonial white house, but worn down. It looks as if it was in dire need of maintenance. The shutters were hanging on by one hinge, and the white paint was peeling off. The front porch looked as if it would collapse at any moment. The second-story balcony looked a little more stable but not by much; it as well was in need of desperate repair. The white fence surrounding the house was missing slats. The grass in the yard was brown with bald patches throughout. The dry, dusty patches in the yard made it look as if it were a desert. 
“That house looks like something from a horror movie!” exclaimed Sara.
“It is just a run-down old house, there is nothing to be afraid of,” replied Dad.
“Do you really think someone lives in that old rundown, rat-infested, mold-growing house?” 
“It may look like that from the outside, but we have not been on the inside. Remember, Sara, do not judge a book by its cover.” 
“Yeah, Sara, you read all the time, you should know that. Besides, you are a fraidy cat and even a fly will startle you,” Patrick said in the most obnoxious way. 
“Well, it’s not that I am afraid or scared, but it is more like, it looks like no one is living there . . .” After a short pause, she continued on to say, “If there is no one here, no matter what, let’s turn around and just head the same way we came. I am sure we will be able to at least find the highway traveling the same way we came.” 
As Dad approached the house on foot, he could hear his wife yelling at him from the SUV, “Let’s just turn around and go back the same way, it is starting to get  dark!” 
“Come on, Dad, please can we just leave?” asked Sara. Sara continued to say to her mom, “I feel as if we are being watched.” 
Half way to the house, Dad decided to turn around and head back to the SUV. Taking advice from his wife and Sara, he made the decision to head back out the same way he drove in. He turned the SUV around and headed down the road in the opposite direction. When they passed the second sign that read,s “WARNING: KEEP OUT” and “PRIVATE PROPERTY” under that, Sara and Mom looked out the rear view mirror and saw the tall man with the beard standing right behind the sign. 
“See, there he is, I told you someone was standing there!!!” exclaimed Sara.
“I saw him, honey, I believe you,” Mom replied.
Patrick nor Dad saw the tall thin man with a beard. By the time they looked, the man had already disappeared into the shadows. 

“There is no one there!” exclaimed Patrick.
“GRRR! Well, Mom saw him too, so don’t claim that I am seeing things again nor claim that I am a fraidy cat.” 
Sara’s face turned beet red, her nose wrinkled up, and her eye browse lowered. Sara was mad that that comment was made. Sara’'s brother was always calling her a fraidy cat and never believing her, even when the proof was right in front of his face. Patrick had always said that Sara was making stuff up, that she was scared of everything, that her nose was always stuck in a book, and that her head was in the clouds and not down on earth.
“That’'s enough, Patrick, stop antagonizing your sister. I saw what she saw,” said Mom.
Dad drove slower and more carefully over the rut to avoid hitting it as hard this time. Dad thought, As soon as we get into a town, we need to get that tired fixed or replaced. It is always a good thing to have a spare tire available. But for now, we just need to get to the camp site and get some rest.
As Dad drove, Mom took out a map of the of the area and said, “GPS is not working in this area, we are going back to the old-school method.” She looked on the map and found the road they drove down and followed it to the last place they turned, and noticed that there was a turn they should have made to connect to the road leading into the park. “Turn left at the next road.” The GPS did not show the road on the map. 
“It is getting dark. Are we going to have enough time to set up camp?” asked Sara.
“Yes, plus we have lanterns,” replied Dad.
The road didn’t seem to have existed when Dad was driving down the road the first time. Turning onto the road leading to the national park seemed much more inviting than the road leading to the house. 
Sara was wondering why the tall, thin man was standing behind the sign. After thinking about it, it looked as if he was waving his arms in the air. Also, why did he seem to have been saying something? Sara was wondering what he was saying, if he was saying anything. She was wondering what the look on Mom’s face was about. She looked startled and acted as if there was something wrong.	
Patrick was wondering why they didn’'t stop for the man that was yelling and waving his arms in the air. It looked as if the man was trying to stop them. Patrick didn’t want his sister to know that he saw the man. He didn’'t want Sara to have the satisfaction that she was right and that he saw the man earlier. He also wanted her to remain scared of the woods. Patrick just wanted to go home and play video games with his friends. He also felt that he was missing out on a lot of movie-watching time. He could read about anywhere they go. He kept thinking about the video game he was programing with his friends, and wondering how the project was coming along. 
Dad was wondering why Sara and his wife were the only ones who saw the tall, thin man. He was also wondering how he missed the turn onto the road. Dad was wondering why the GPS didn’t pick up the road that he had missed. He was grateful that his wife picked up the map the last time they stopped at a refueling station. 
Mom was wondering why the rut was in the road, and why the object in the rut was there. On the way down to the house, Sara saw a tall, thin man with a beard and mustache. Why was she the only one to see him? On the way back from the house, Sara and she were the only people who saw the man, which Mom was thinking, That is odd. Mom also thought about how it was strange that the man appeared to be waving his arms, almost as if he was trying to flag them down. So far, none of this made any sense. Why was the house in such dire need of repair? It looked as if someone might be living in the house. 

