Chapter 1: The lost unicorn

Herbert Shelden couldn’t remember when he first started finding things for people. He didn’t even think it was that big of a deal. His Aunt would ask him where she left her car keys; his mom would ask him if he saw her library book; his dad would ask him if Herbert could help him find the hammer mom bought him for Christmas. Herbert would shrug and nose around a bit. Eventually he would find whatever the person was looking for and get back to what he was doing.


Herbert didn’t even notice when he would start getting calls from his relatives for help in finding lost golf clubs, misplaced jewelry, and various and assorted pets. In fact, Herbert didn’t think there was anything out-of-the-ordinary about his ability to find things at all until that one day in school when Mary Sinclair asked him to help her find her unicorn. 


Herbert was sitting at his desk, trying to solve the math problem on the chalkboard, when he felt a light tap on his shoulder. He looked up to see Mary looking straight at him. She looked very sad.


“Herbert—“ Herbert cringed. He hated being called Herbert. He wanted everyone to call him Bert, but the only one who did that was his dad.


“Herbert, you have to help me,” Mary pleaded in a light whisper.


“What’s wrong?” Herbert whispered back.


“I lost my unicorn for show-and-tell, and it is so extra special my mom is coming to watch me present it to the class. We have to find it!” Mary didn’t whisper this time, and Herbert looked up nervously at Mrs. Moreno sitting at her desk.


“I don’t know, Mary. A unicorn sounds a little difficult to find,” Herbert whispered, tossing another quick look toward Mrs. Moreno. This wasn’t completely true, since Herbert already had a strange feeling that the path to the unicorn began on the dirt trail that led into the woods from the playground where they had recess.


“Pleeeeease, Herbert. You have to help me. It only took you ten minutes to find Dave Rock’s baseball mitt.” This was true. Dave Rock had left his baseball mitt on his cafeteria tray, and it only took Herbert two minutes to point everyone to the brown non-food pile under the dishes and scraps of food in the huge washing sink behind the cafeteria.


“Okay,” Herbert whispered. “Let’s look for it at recess.”


Herbert started to think. A unicorn. This would be a lot different than finding car keys. Actually, it was very different from his usual search missions, but Herbert didn’t think it was an odd request. It was show-and-tell day, and everyone knows that show-and-tell is a kid’s activity. What was Mrs. Moreno thinking that fourth graders would like doing show-and-tell? As a result, the students almost always tried to out-do themselves in bringing in stranger and stranger things.

Herbert started to think where someone would lose a toy unicorn. Maybe she left it on the school bus or maybe she dropped it before she even got to the school bus. Wait, it was an extra-special unicorn, so maybe it was made of glass. That would mean it was in a box. Maybe Mary simply left the box on the floor near her cubby.

In between math problems, Herbert went over every possibility he could think of, but something inside him kept telling him that he was nowhere near the right trail. That same thing kept pointing him to the dirt path leading from the playground outside school.

Herbert shrugged. He’d have to ask Mary more questions at lunch.

Chapter 2: All roads lead to recess 

As the lunch bell rang, Herbert put his books in his desk and started walking to the cafeteria. He was still running over various possibilities when Mary ran up and started walking with him.

“So, do you have any ideas?” Mary asked, with a very hopeful tone in her voice.

“Not really,” Herbert answered. He watched Mary’s face drop into a frown and quickly added, “But I’m sure we’ll find it. You just have to give me more information. I mean, I’m not a magician!”

Mary brightened. “Oh, okay. I’ll sit with you at lunch and tell you what I know.” This was an unexpected development for Herbert. Mary was well-liked and popular, while Herbert was, well, he wasn’t unpopular, but he wasn’t popular either. He was kind of just there when it came to school. Sitting with someone popular would definitely help him with the other kids in school, but at the same time—she was a girl. He wasn’t sure that sitting with a popular girl was much better than sitting alone.

Sure enough, as Herbert slid into his chair across from Mary, Joey Miller immediately walked over. “So are you two going to kiss before or after you eat your lunch?” Herbert just lowered his head, but Mary immediately scowled.

 “As a matter of fact, we are discussing an important issue,” Mary said through clenched teeth. “Now why don’t you go sit down and prepare your pacifier for show-and-tell. Oh, wait—you don’t use a pacifier any more—you suck your thumb.”

“Very funny, Sinclair. Almost as funny as you and your new boyfriend.” With that, Joey walked back to his table. Herbert was about to congratulate Mary on her comeback, but Mary had already moved on and was telling him about her unicorn.

“…and he has a horn that is made out of rainbow colors. It is so beautiful.”

Herbert nodded and took a bite of his sandwich.

“So that’s what he looks like,” Mary continued. “He isn’t a baby, but he isn’t too old I think. I got him for my birthday last year, and he hasn’t changed much since then.”

“I think it would be better if we concentrated on you a bit more, as in places where you were that he could have been left.” Herbert wiped his mouth with his napkin, tossed the napkin on the table, and leaned back, forgetting lunch as he tackled the problem of the missing unicorn.

“Well, I guess that’s a good idea. The last time I saw him was on the way to school.”

“A ha! That’s good,” Herbert exclaimed.

“It is?” Mary didn’t seem convinced.

“Sure it is. It means that we don’t have to trace your path throughout the entire morning to find where your unicorn could be. You probably left him on the school bus.”

Mary looked very disappointed in Herbert as she replied simply, “I didn’t ride the school bus. My mom thinks Rainy is too valuable for me to take on the school bus. So she drove me to school today.”

“Rainy?”

“Yes. That’s his name,” Mary answered rather sharply.

Herbert thought that Rainy was a worse name for a Unicorn than Herbert was for a little boy, but he could tell that Mary was getting rather annoyed with the lack of progress and decided not to make any name comments.

“Well, we can still trace your path to find where, uh, Rainy could have gotten lost. Did you have him with you when you were in the car?”

Mary immediately brightened as the investigation edged slightly forward. “Yes, I did. He was sitting right next to me.”

“Hmm. But he wasn’t with you when you entered the school?”

“Well, I don’t think so. He definitely wasn’t with me when I got to my cubby,” Mary pushed some of her peas around on her plate with her fork. She wasn’t eating very much.

“Was he with you in the hallway?”

“I don’t think so.”

“The restrooms?”

“No.”

“The library?”

“No.”

“The cafeteria?”

“No.”

Herbert continued this line of questioning even though every time he asked where Mary could have last seen her unicorn the image of the trail leading from the playground would pop into his head.

“The office, the nurse’s room, or the gym?”

“No, no, and no.”

Herbert was quiet for a bit, and before he could mention any more locations to Mary the bell rang indicating the end of lunch and the beginning of recess. Herbert knew that he had to follow his instincts, so as he and Mary stood up to leave for the playground. Herbert finally blurted out.

“Mary, I don’t know how to say this, but I think that your unicorn was stolen.”

Chapter 3: On the trail of a unicorn


“Stolen?” Mary cried out. “Who would steal my poor Rainy?”


The two talked as they walked with the rest of the kids out to the playground. “I don’t know how to explain this, but I really think that whoever stole your unicorn took him away down the trail into the woods by the playground.”


“The one by the wooden fort?” Mary asked. Herbert breathed a sigh of relief over the fact that Mary didn’t immediately call him crazy for his theory.


“Yes. I think that what we really need to do is…” Herbert paused because he was about to suggest something that he never ever did—breaking a school rule. “Well, we what we really need to do is follow the trail and search for Rainy there.” Herbert held his breath over how Mary would react to such a crazy idea.


The children were told over and over again that they were not allowed to leave the playground during recess. They were most definitely not allowed to go down the dirt trail into the woods. Even if there weren’t a rule, Herbert would hesitate going. There were plenty of rumors of evil creatures and traps and other things waiting in the woods beyond the trail entrance. But Herbert really wanted to help Mary, and his heart told him that this was the only way he would be able to find her unicorn.


“Okay. But let’s hurry. We’ll be in so much trouble if we are late coming back,” Mary stated softly but firmly. Herbert couldn’t really believe it. Herbert almost didn’t believe himself that this was a good idea or that it could possibly be the right trail to Mary’s missing unicorn. Yet Mary had complete faith in him. Herbert straightened himself up with the realization that Mary believed in him.


Unfortunately, just when Herbert straightened up, Joey Miller had stuck his foot in Herbert’s path. The result was a particularly messy fall, with Herbert’s legs and arms flailing in different directions as he hit the ground. Herbert was unhurt, but his fall was so spectacular that almost everyone on the playground had noticed it. Mary helped Herbert to his feet, looking concerned.


“Look who’s fallen in love with Mary Sinclair!” Joey sneered. There was a fairly loud round of laughs. Luckily for Herbert what could have turned into a recess-long round of constant teasing ended quickly. His fall had also drawn the attention of Mrs. Carlotta, who was walking over.


Joey somehow vanished just as Mrs. Carlotta asked sternly, “Now what happened here?”


Herbert debated going on the offensive and blaming Joey when Mary spoke up, “Nothing, Mrs. Carlotta. Herbert fell, and I was just helping him up.” Mary made like she was brushing some dust off his back.


“Then what was the commotion all about?” Mrs. Carlotta was infamous for running an orderly recess, and Herbert could tell that she was looking for something more than a “he fell’ excuse. Herbert was about to spill the beans when Mary spoke up again.


“Well, he did fall. That tends to get noticed.” Mary said this rather emphatically, and Herbert was sure that Mrs. Carlotta was going to say something about Mary’s tone of voice, when, to his amazement, she simply nodded and walked off.


“I think we could have gotten Joey Miller in a lot of trouble,” Herbert whispered to Mary, but she had already started walking quickly toward the wooden fort. Herbert quickly caught up with her and repeated his comment.


Mary stopped and turned to face him. “Herbert, no one would like to see Joey Miller get taught a thing or two more than me, but I have more important things to worry about right now.” And with that, she walked straight toward the dirt trail into the woods.


In the bustle of their altercation with Joey, Herbert had forgotten about Mary’s unicorn, but she obviously hadn’t. He caught up with her again and whispered, “Okay, but let’s be careful when we leave. I don’t want to get caught.”


Mary nodded as they stopped behind the wooden fort. She looked around quickly, and jogged down the trail until she was lost in the trees. Herbert was hit with some lingering doubts as he looked around a few times. He finally forced himself to go down the trail he had foreseen the moment Mary had told him she had lost her unicorn. Herbert turned back for one last look as the trail curved around a tree. He wasn’t sure, but he swore he could see Joey Miller’s face peeking out from over the wooden fort.

Chapter 4: The secrets of the forest


Herbert and Mary stopped after the playground was out of sight behind them. The strong-willed Mary of the playground disappeared as Herbert could hear the concern in her voice. “Where do we go from here? Is the person who stole Rainy hiding in the woods?”


He thought about her question when all of a sudden a scary thought entered his head: He had no idea what to do. His instincts had led him to the trail into the woods, but that’s as far as it went.


“Let me think,” Herbert said as he stalled for time. Herbert closed his eyes and concentrated on Mary’s lost unicorn. He concentrated on the dirt trail. He concentrated on Mary. He even concentrated on concentrating. But no matter how hard he thought nothing helped. The search for Mary’s unicorn would have to continue without any help from his special talent to see lost things in his head.


Wait a second—did he just think of himself having a special talent? For the first time it hit Herbert: He did have a special talent—he had a special talent for finding lost things! What was obvious to his family and friends had never struck Herbert as anything special, but here he was wishing for help from his very special talent. Wow, I guess I am special, thought Herbert.


Unfortunately, Herbert’s sudden awareness wasn’t bringing him any closer to Mary’s unicorn, but it did give him a surge of confidence. “I think we should follow the path and look for clues,” Herbert said in a commanding voice.


“Okay. I’ll let you know if I see anything that looks like Rainy’s,” Mary said enthusiastically as she started to walk down the trail slowly, purposefully examining bushes and shrubs.


The only thing Herbert noticed were deer tracks leading straight down the path. The trouble was that they only had so much time. So a close examination of every little thing was impossible. They had to look closely and walk fast at the same time.


They were a good ways down the trail when Mary suddenly exclaimed, “I found something!”


Herbert hurried up the trail to see Mary holding something in her hand. It looked like a small stick.


“I’m 99.9 percent sure that this is a chip off of Rainy’s hoof!” Mary was glowing with the excitement of her find.


Herbert didn’t know quite what to say. He looked closer at the stick and it did kind of look like something that had chipped off the side of a hoof. Either that or it was the world’s biggest toenail. Since they were looking for a toy unicorn, Herbert actually felt the toenail explanation was a little more reasonable, but he kind of liked how his newfound friendship with Mary was going and kept quiet.


“Uh, I guess that means he’s been this way.” Herbert hoped he sounded sincere in spite of his doubts. Although the more he thought about it, Mary’s explanation of the chip could have been accurate. After all, she did state that her unicorn was so special that her mom was coming to see show-and-tell with him. Maybe he was one of those realistic models, with real horse hooves and hair and realistic glass eyes.


Herbert shrugged and said, “Maybe we’re getting close.”


“Do you really think someone stole him?” Mary suddenly said, a note of concern in her voice.


Herbert forgot that he had told Mary that her unicorn was probably stolen. He really didn’t have any idea, but thought that it was the only logical conclusion. “Well, I doubt he walked away from you straight to this path,” Herbert said with a laugh.


Mary nodded slowly. She wasn’t laughing, and Herbert quickly added, “But we’ll find him. I just know we are on the right trail.”


The two had begun walking again, and it was at this point that Herbert thought he saw a shadow moving beyond the path up ahead. He wasn’t quite sure it was anything, and he didn’t want Mary to think he was a scaredy cat, so he kept quiet. He did, however, start watching the surrounding bushes a little more closely.


“Hey, did you see that!” Mary exclaimed. She moved a little closer to him as Herbert nodded quickly. This wasn’t just a big shadow. He definitely saw a shadowy head moving in the bushes! He couldn’t tell much about it, but it could easily have been a monster of some sort. One thing was for sure—it was quite a bit bigger than either of them.


“M-m-maybe we should head back,” Herbert whispered. He wasn’t really thinking maybe. He was thinking definitely—but he didn’t want to sound too scared to Mary.


“We can’t!” Mary whispered firmly. “What if this thing stole my Rainy? We have to find him and—if we have to—save him!”


Herbert wasn’t too excited about the prospect of saving a toy unicorn from monsters. Certainly it couldn’t be that important. But he nodded anyway. At this point, he thought the best strategy was perhaps to head along the trail as fast as they could. It wouldn’t have been so bad, but the shadow seemed to be not just following them but to have them magically surrounded, too. Just when Herbert could just make out a shape on his right, he’d hear a loud “crack!” of something gigantic stepping on a branch to his left. 


Herbert was thinking that it just couldn’t get any worse when, after a few minutes, it did. The scary shape that was following them turned out not to be just one shadow—it was a whole group of them! Without warning, one shadow ran across the right. Another one ducked behind a bush up ahead. And another one was almost directly behind them. Herbert suddenly realized that they were completely surrounded and had nowhere to run.


Mary moved closer to Herbert, and he could tell she was scared. Grabbing her hand, he whispered, “The path looks like our only chance…let’s run for it!” Mary nodded, and they both took off as fast as they could.


Almost immediately, the rustling noises and shadows in the bushes turned into a loud thundering stomping. Herbert couldn’t see many shadows, but he could hear them closing in. There were the sounds of huge monstery feet crushing bushes, of gigantic claws knocking down trees, and of razor sharp teeth chomping in jaws the size of little boys and girls. Herbert hadn’t actually seen anything yet, thank goodness, but as he ran past the bush with the shadow from earlier, he could have sworn he felt a claw brush his shoulder.


He and Mary could see light up ahead, when all of a sudden it was blocked by a large figure that was dark and shadowy. They couldn’t tell what it was with the light behind it, but Herbert was sure it was a particularly mean and hungry boy- and girl-eating monster. Herbert and Mary both stopped. Running into the arms of a large thing didn’t seem like a good idea.

The noise of the pursuing monsters were getting closer and closer, and Herbert was just about to whisper to Mary that he didn’t know what to do when she stood straight up and said in a loud matter-of-fact voice, “Okay, who are you, and why are you bothering us?”

Herbert looked for the nearest rock to crawl under when there was an immediate rustling in the bushes all around them. The monsters were obviously not happy about being talked at in that tone of voice and were closing in to eat them! Not only that, but the huge shadowy monster up ahead on the trail started walking toward them, obviously with the intention of sharing the meal. He was bigger than Herbert thought, too. Considering the circumstances, Herbert expected the absolute worst when all of a sudden the monster walked into the sunlight.

He wasn’t a monster.

Actually, Herbert knew who he was. He was Tom Moore, one of the older kids in their school. This made Herbert a little less scared, but only a little. You see, Tom Moore was one of the bad kids in school. Not just bad, but really bad—so bad that even his mom and dad knew Tom’s name. Herbert didn’t know exactly what Tom Moore did that made him bad, but it had to be, well, bad.

So Tom may not have been a monster, but Herbert wanted to get away from him as if he were. There’s no telling what a bad big kid would do to you. It could even possibly be worse than being eaten by a monster! Unfortunately, he and Mary couldn’t exactly run, since Tom’s gang had them surrounded. Herbert gulped as Tom stopped in front of them both and looked them over slowly. He didn’t say a word.

“Leave us alone Tom Moore. We are doing something important,” Mary exclaimed, not backing down from Tom’s gaze, despite the fact that he appeared a good two feet taller than her.

A smile crossed Tom’s lips, and he responded. “My my. What do we have here? Two pre-schoolers out for a stroll. Why aren’t you playing with your blocks and crayons at recess?” There was a laugh that came from behind them, and Herbert realized that Tom was there with two other boys who were standing right behind them.

“For your information, we are a search party, looking for an important item that was stolen!” Mary continued. She actually had her fists on her hips.

It was at this point that it finally dawned on Herbert just how much this unicorn meant to her. Detention, monsters, getting beaten up by an eighth grader—it all didn’t matter as long as she got her unicorn back.


Tom’s expression changed. To Herbert’s surprise, the evil Tom Moore actually looked concerned about Mary. “Wow, you two look serious. What are your names?”

“I’m Mary and he’s Herbert,” Mary replied tentatively.

“Well, Mary and Herbert, what did you lose, and why would it be here?” Tom motioned around the woods.


Herbert didn’t want Mary to think he was a complete coward, so he jumped in and replied, “We think someone stole Mary’s unicorn and came this way.” Mary nodded for emphasis.


“A unicorn? Hmm.” Tom put his hand on his chin and tapped his cheek. This was a good sign. “Well, I would ask you what it looked like, but I don’t need to. No one’s been along this path since school started. We’ve been here all day.”


“I thought we were home sick all day,” one of the voices behind Herbert said, which made all of Tom’s gang to break out in laughter.


“Yeah, I’m not feeling too good right now,” Tom said. He coughed loudly but then laughed as soon as his cough ended.


Mary didn’t laugh, although Herbert thought it was kind of funny (but still bad, of course). Mary just looked stunned. “No one has been here all day?!” She glared at Herbert. “I thought you said that the person who stole my unicorn came this way?”
Herbert quickly brought his attention back to Mary’s unicorn. His special talent had never been wrong before as far as he knew, but there could be a first time. Herbert was about to beg forgiveness when Tom interrupted. “Well, no one but Joey Miller, but he was going toward school, not into the woods.”


Herbert and Mary looked at each other. “Joey Miller!”


“Yes. His house is around that corner to the right, actually. I heard his gate close and then he ran past here on his way to school. He went fast since he was late.”


Herbert finally put it all together. “You know what this means, Mary?” he asked.


Mary nodded excitedly. “Joey Miller stole my unicorn after I got off the bus. He must have taken him to his house and he was late to school because of it!”


Tom Moore laughed. “You fourth graders sure take your toys seriously.”


“Rainy isn’t a toy,” Mary said simply.


“Well, toy or not, if Miller stole the thing his house is behind the first gate on the right up around the bend. Good luck!”


It sounded like Tom was sincere when he wished them luck, but Herbert was still a little scared. Being surrounded by three eighth graders skipping school wasn’t good news, even if they were wishing them luck.


“Thank you for your help,” Mary said. “You may have just saved my unicorn’s life!” Tom looked amused and shook his head in a manner that seemed to say, “Just because I’m being nice doesn’t mean I still don’t think you’re crazy.” Mary ignored him and whispered to Herbert, “Let’s go.”


“I’m sorry I doubted you,” Mary said, as they once again started down the trail. “I should have known that you would know where to find Rainy.”


“Oh, that’s okay,” Herbert responded smiling. He looked over his shoulder for one last look at the eighth graders, but they were already gone.

Chapter 5: The rescue


Herbert looked at his watch. They only had five minutes to find Mary’s unicorn and get back to school! Luckily, they were already standing outside the gate to Joey Miller’s house. All they had to do was find the unicorn and run back to school. They both scanned the back yard. 


It wasn’t too big of a yard. The gate was next to a large tool shed on the left and a large tree to the right. There was a combination swing set/slide between the tree and the house with quite a few toys laying around it: Toy trucks, some action figures, and what looked like the beginnings of a Lego fort.


Herbert looked and looked but couldn’t see anything that remotely looked like a unicorn in the yard. He was hoping that Joey had just tossed it over the fence and ran back to school, but there was no such luck.


“Look on the porch, Herbert!” Mary exclaimed, pointing toward the house. There was a small covered concrete patio with chairs, a table, and a chaise lounge sitting on it. There was also a large brown box sitting next to the door to the house. “I bet that mean Joey Miller stuffed him in that box!”


Herbert nodded his head. It made sense. He bet that Joey stashed Mary’s unicorn in the box and then rushed out of the yard back to school. Herbert was proud of himself. He had done it—he found Mary’s lost unicorn!

The only trouble was that he wasn’t too excited about sneaking into the Millers’ back yard to actually get the unicorn back. Herbert suddenly realized how close they were to getting into major trouble. If they were caught, he just knew that Joey’s mom or dad would report them to the school. He and Mary would obviously be expelled.


Mary had already unlatched the gate. “Let’s go, we don’t have a lot of time,” she whispered.


Herbert looked at his watch. Yikes! They didn’t have a lot of time, and the only thing that scared him more than getting caught in the back yard was getting caught coming back late for recess. At least in the yard they could make a run for it.


Herbert took one last look around the empty yard and then quickly followed Mary across the lawn. Mary immediately went to the box, while Herbert stared at the back door. He fully expected it to open at any moment.


Mary was just about to pull the flaps of the box open when a very loud and very deep growl came from directly behind them. Herbert froze as he watched an extremely scared look cross Mary’s face. She was looking over his shoulder into the yard the way they came.


“Herbert,” Mary whispered, “there is a very large and very angry dog in the yard.” Mary sounded downright terrified.

Herbert very slowly turned around as the growls sounded a little bit closer—and louder. Finally, Herbert could see the dog. It was a huge snarling German Shepherd. Actually, it had to be a wolf, Herbert thought. No German Shepherd could be that big and that mean. Was that blood dripping from its teeth?

It edged closer to them.

The dog was now directly between them and the gate, giving Herbert and Mary no way to escape. Mary was so scared she was shaking. She started to whisper, “Nice doggy. Nice doggy!” but the dog continued to snarl and growl at them, showing its long and particularly sharp teeth. It clearly meant business, and Herbert was fairly certain that business involved eating he and Mary.

The dog continued to advance as it eyed the pair of them up. “Maybe we should knock on the door and yell for help,” Herbert whispered as the dog put its first paw on the patio. It was only a few feet away now. Mary didn’t say a word but stayed as still as she could. Herbert thought he’d give this strategy a try (even if it did involve him being expelled from school), but by then Herbert realized it was too late to make a break for the door. He was in the middle of taking a deep breath to scream for help as loud as he could when there was the distinct sound of a loud and angry snort from the yard.

It was such a strange and forceful sound that Herbert couldn’t help but look up. Mary’s eyes lit up as she looked up, too. Even the dog turned around and looked.

In the middle of the yard was a small unicorn.

Chapter 6: Beating the clock


Herbert couldn’t help himself and rubbed his eyes, but the unicorn was still there. It was brightly covered in a beautiful combination of all the colors of the rainbow, with the exception of its horn, which was the color of gold and long and shiny. One thing raced through Herbert’s mind. That ain’t no toy. That unicorn is real!


The dog immediately turned around and started to advance toward the unicorn. The dog bared its teeth in a particularly menacing scowl and growled loudly. Herbert was thinking that poor Mary was about to watch her beautiful and magical unicorn become dog chow when a strange thing happened.


The unicorn snorted again and then lowered its head and slid its horn across the ground, as if it were making an invisible line in front of it. Immediately the dog paused and stopped growling, as if it were making up its mind what to do. The unicorn then stamped its right front hoof twice onto the ground. To Herbert’s amazement, the dog immediately put its tail between its leg and quickly walked over and into its doghouse, which was behind the tool shed.


“Rainy!” Mary yelled. She ran up to the unicorn and gave it a big hug. Herbert kept his eyes on the doghouse as he slowly walked toward Mary and her unicorn. 


“…and you are so naughty for running away like that! Now you run home right now and stay in your house! I don’t have time to find a safe place for you in school, and I don’t want to get in trouble for being late.” Herbert could have sworn the unicorn nodded just before it turned around and leaped over the fence.


Herbert was thinking about what he had just seen when Mary exclaimed, “Let’s go! We can just get back in time if we run.” Recess! It would be over any second now!


They were so concerned about their race against time that Mary and Herbert ran across the yard without a thought of the dog that had recently threatened them. Luckily, the previously savage dog remained as quiet as a mouse in his doghouse. Herbert and Mary sprinted through the gate and back up the path to school. 

Tom Moore and his gang were nowhere to be seen as they approached the last corner and the dirt trail that led to the playground. Herbert took a quick look at his watch. One minute. They were going to make it! With a smile, Herbert looked back up toward the trail when he saw something that made him stop so suddenly that he almost fell over. Not five feet in front of them stood Mary’s unicorn in the middle of the trail blocking their way.

“Rainy, get out of the way! We’re going to be late for school,” Mary exclaimed. But the unicorn simply stamped his hoof and pointed to the right with his horn. Mary started to walk around him to the left when the unicorn moved in front of her and again pointed to the right with his horn.

“Rainy, stop that. This is not funny.” Mary again tried to move around the unicorn and again the unicorn blocked her way.

“I think he wants us to move off the trail and walk the rest of the way through the woods,” Herbert stated. He couldn’t believe it, but the unicorn nodded his horn up and down quickly.

“That’s just silly. Rainy.” Mary pleaded: “Don’t you think you’ve been naughty enough today. I don’t have time to play with you in the woods.” The unicorn didn’t move.

“Come on, Mary!” Herbert exclaimed. “We don’t have much time. Let’s just run through the woods and sneak onto the playground behind the swing set. It’s not that much further, and we won’t have to waste any time pushing past him.”  Herbert pointed toward the unicorn and then, without waiting for Mary, started into the woods. He liked Mary and all, but he wasn’t about to get detention for arguing with a horse. As he stepped off the trail and looked back, Herbert was relieved to see that Mary was following him.

The woods weren’t too overgrown, and it was no time at all before they were on the edge of the playground—and the recess bell hadn’t even rung yet! As if on cue, the moment Herbert and Mary stepped out behind the swing set the end of recess bell rang. They were going to look for a group of kids to follow into the school when they suddenly noticed that there weren’t any kids around at all.

Just then they heard a yell from near the wooden fort. “I swear they ran up the trail! That’s where they are!” Herbert gulped. It was Joey Miller, and he had not only seen them—he had told on them! He looked at Mary to ask her what to do, when she responded quickly. “That’s what Rainy was doing—he was warning us that Joey had told on us.”

“Yes, but what can we do now? It’s too late,” Herbert said, looking at the crowd of kids near the trail entrance. Mrs. Carlotta was standing and peering up the trail, looking very cross. This wasn’t good.

“Let’s just pretend nothing happened,” Mary said calmly. “We can say we were talking under the slide.” Being alone under the slide with a girl wasn’t a very good excuse in Herbert’s eyes, but he couldn’t think of any alternative so he just nodded his head.

As they walked up to the group of kids, they could hear Mrs. Carlotta talking: “This better not be another one of your stories, Joey. Are you sure they went up this trail? That just doesn’t sound like something Herbert and Mary would do.”

“I swear Mrs. Carlotta.They both ran up the trail. I saw them go all the way around the corner.” Joey Miller was pointing up the trail with a huge smile on his face. “In fact, they were laughing and saying, ‘Mrs. Carlotta will never—’” Joey shut his mouth quickly. He had turned to look at Mrs. Carlotta when he suddenly noticed Herbert and Mary standing not five feet away. His face turned white.

Mrs. Carlotta noticed Joey’s look and turned around. She immediately noticed Herbert and Mary. “Herbert Shelden and Mary Sinclair! Where have you been?” She sounded more concerned than angry.

“We were just talking under the slide,” Mary answered sweetly. Mrs. Carlotta nodded slowly. She didn’t appear convinced.

In a sudden burst of inspiration, Herbert blurted out, “Yes. We were there because Joey Miller has been bothering us all day. All we wanted to do was talk about schoolwork, and first he trips me and then he wouldn’t stop following us. Hiding under the slide was the only thing we could do to get away from him.”

At Herbert’s mention of the tripping incident Mrs. Carlotta’s eyes opened wide. It clearly all made perfect sense to her. She turned quickly and said loudly, “Okay, I’ve heard enough. Joey Miller, this is the last time you’ll be telling stories on my playground. All you kids hurry back to class. You’re late enough already. Mr. Miller, you are to follow me to the principal’s office.”

“But Mrs. Carlotta, I’m telling the truth!” Joey cried out. “They did run down the trail!”

“Yes, and I guess they teleported here with the help of a two aliens and a unicorn,” Mrs. Carlotta replied, grabbing Joey by his arm and leading him away. 

“She has no idea how close to the truth she actually was,” Herbert whispered to Mary, smiling.

She smiled back.

The end

