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Chapter 1 
The Boathouse 

 
“Today's the day!” shouted Dad from the bottom of the 

stairs. Leaning forward, he listened for some sign that Erin and 

Kim were getting up. “Come on, sleepy heads! Get it in gear.” 

He listened for a moment longer and then quickly added, 

“Besides, I think they're already here!” 

  He knew he would get a reaction from at least one of the 

girls. As he turned away, he threw the dishtowel onto the table 

and walked back to the kitchen to check on breakfast. 

  Kim rolled over in a long, lazy stretch and looked at her 

big sister. Although Kim knew that she must have heard their 

dad calling from downstairs, Erin appeared to be sound asleep. 

He had yelled loud enough to wake up the whole 

neighborhood! Besides, even if she hadn't heard Dad yelling, 



The Old Coontz Mill: Hidden Hollow Five Series (Contest Version) Copyright © 2021 James R. Lewis    Youth Inspired Publishing, LLC 
 

 2 

the strong smell of bacon and eggs was floating gloriously 

throughout their bedroom. 

  “Come on, Erin!” she exclaimed, sitting up and nudging 

Erin on the shoulder. “Dad and Mom are cooking one of their 

famous breakfasts!” 

  Erin stirred just a little, opened one eye, moaned quietly, 

and then immediately pulled the covers over her head and went 

back to sleep. 

 Bolting out of bed, Kim rushed over to the attached 

sunroom to peek out the window. Their house had a huge 

castle turret on the side that rose three stories high into a sharp 

point. Each floor of the turret had many tall windows, and the 

turret's second floor was attached to their bedroom. Because 

the turret rooms were round, sunlight was always filtering in, 

and the rooms were always bright. 

“What a great day!” Kim yelled back at Erin. 

Sliding open one of the windows, Kim leaned out and drew 

in a deep breath of cool, fresh air. Even though it was early 

morning, the sun was bright in the deep blue, cloudless sky, and 

the smell of late summer rushed past her and into the 

bedroom. 
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  “Nobody gets up this early,” mumbled Erin from beneath 

the covers. She had rolled into a tighter ball after she felt the 

rush of cool air from the open window. 

  Kim crossed over to their canopy bed and stood there with 

her hands on her hips. “Come on, sleepyhead! Get it in gear!” 

She mimicked a pretty good imitation of her father's voice. 

Reaching down, she pulled the sheet and blanket off Erin. 

“Quit it!” squealed Erin. She grabbed the retreating covers, 

but she was too late. Kim had already pulled them off the bed 

and onto the floor. Jumping out of bed, Erin chased Kim into 

the sunroom, tackled her, and tickled her mercilessly. Kim 

giggled and squirmed in an attempt to get away, but her eleven-

year-old sister was just too much for the eight-year-old to 

handle. 

  All of a sudden, Erin stopped tickling and stared out the 

open window. Seeing her chance, Kim wiggled free of her big 

sister's grasp. 

 “Listen,” said Erin tilting her head to the side. Kim wasn't 

about to miss the opportunity to squirm away. She worked her 

body out a few more inches from under Erin. “Lis—ten!” Erin 

commanded a little louder this time. 
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Kim stopped moving and cocked her ear toward the open 

window. Listening carefully, she finally heard what Erin had. A 

banging and pounding sound came from the direction of the 

river where their boathouse used to be. The boathouse had 

burned to the ground after being set on fire by an evil banker 

named Mr. Smith. Just last month—right after moving into their 

new house—Erin and Kim had helped their next-door 

neighbor, Annabelle, recover her lost fortune. And while they 

were helping her, Smith had locked them in the boathouse and 

set it ablaze. But, with smart decisions and quick thinking, they 

had succeeded in their quest to help Annabelle regain her 

fortune and capture the evil Mr. Smith. 

Erin stood and crossed over to the open window, followed 

closely by Kim. They leaned out and stared into the woods 

toward the Hidden Hollow River, which flowed through their 

ten-acre property. The heavy woods that covered most of their 

estate blocked any view beyond their backyard. A small pickup 

truck was parked on their lawn next to the path that opened to 

the woods. This trail led to their old boathouse and pier on the 

river. 
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  The truck was loaded down heavily with lumber and many 

other construction supplies. Suddenly, a carpenter came out of 

the woods, grabbed some of the materials from the truck's bed, 

and carried the handful back down the path. 

  Erin looked over in the direction of their neighbor 

Annabelle's house and spotted the older woman sitting on her 

back porch swing, staring intently in the direction of the 

carpenter's truck. Sniffles, Annabelle’s pet rabbit, sat contently 

on her lap while Annabelle scratched her gently behind the 

ears. 

 “Good morning, Annabelle!” Erin yelled, but Annabelle 

did not seem to hear her. She continued to stare at the 

carpenter's truck. 

 Both girls yelled together. “Good morning, Annabelle!” 

  Sniffle's ears perked straight up at the sound of their voices, 

and she hopped out of Annabelle's lap. The rabbit looked over 

in the direction of Erin and Kim's house. Annabelle smiled at 

them and waved, and the two girls waved back. Annabelle got 

up from her porch swing and crossed slowly over to the fence 

that separated their two lawns. She stopped at the old gate, the 
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one the kids used to get back and forth between the two 

properties. 

“I'm going to make some chocolate chip cookies this 

morning,” she called when she finally arrived at the fence. The 

girls could barely hear her voice from that great of a distance, 

but they caught on to what she meant the moment they heard 

the words ‘chocolate chip cookies.’ 

 “Would you like to come over and help me eat them?” 

she continued. 

  “Sure,” squealed Kim, licking her lips and nodding her 

head vigorously. “I am hungry!”  

'I am hungry' was Kim's trademark statement. 

  Without losing any more time, Erin and Kim raced back 

into their bedroom and quickly got dressed. They made their 

bed, washed up, and straightened their room. The secret door 

to the upstairs playroom stood open, so Erin went over to the 

wall and pulled the hidden latch. The door slid silently shut. 

She stood back and admired how neatly the opening to the 

secret passage blended into the wall. 
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“I love watching it close!” she said. Even knowing exactly 

where the entrance was on the wall, it was impossible to locate 

it when the panel door was closed. 

“Did you put my dolls away up there when you were done 

playing with them?” she asked, pointing her thumb in the 

direction of the playroom entrance. 

“Yeah, yeah, sure,” answered Kim, not really paying 

attention. Sniffing the breakfast smells coming up from the 

kitchen, she exclaimed, “Let's go eat! I'll race you!” 

  Not waiting for a reply to her challenge, Kim raced out of 

the bedroom. She slid backward on her belly down the curved 

stairway's long railing, which led to the front room on the first 

floor of their house. She loved to 'ride the rail' as she called it, 

and besides, it was a speedy way to get downstairs. 

 Erin loved to ride the rail, too, but this morning she 

decided to take Kim up on her challenge and go for the win. 

She ran down the upstairs hall to the smaller, second set of 

stairs that led directly to the back of the house. It was a straight 

shot from the bottom of the stairs, through the pantry, and into 

the kitchen, and even though Kim had a substantial lead on 
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her, Erin knew she had a chance of winning the race to the 

breakfast table. 

Both girls burst into the kitchen at the same time, 

surprising their parents. Mom and Dad were sitting at the table, 

reading the newspaper, and eating their breakfast. 

Sliding into their chairs, the two girls started heaping their 

plates with eggs, bacon, and toast. 

  “Good morning, ladies,” said Mom, lowering her paper 

and closely scrutinizing them. “Did you two wash your hands?” 

“Yes, Mom,” answered Erin with her mouth full of toast. 

 Mom looked over at Kim, who just smiled and nodded 

without saying anything. As she nodded, she wiggled her 

eyebrows up and down—her way of being goofy. Mom smiled 

back, and Kim giggled and began eating. 

 “And where are you two off to today?” asked Dad, already 

knowing the answer. He leaned forward, folded his paper, and 

placed it on the table. 

  “Annabelle invited us over to eat some chocolate chip 

cookies,” answered Kim with a huge smile. “And,” she quickly 

added before anybody could interrupt, “We want to go down 

and watch those men build our new boathouse.” 
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 “You two be careful down at the river,” commanded Dad. 

“If you take the canoe out, make sure you have your life jackets 

on.” He looked from one girl to the other as he spoke. 

 The girls had been canoeing almost their entire lives—

almost before they could even walk. They had both taken and 

passed a canoe safety course, and they never canoed without 

the proper safety equipment (like their life vests). 

   “And don't get in the way of those carpenters, either,” Dad 

continued. “They'll be very busy trying to finish our new 

boathouse by the end of the week.” 

  “Yeah, yeah,” answered Erin, scraping the last morsels off 

her plate and into her mouth. She looked up at Kim. “You 

ready to go?” 

  Kim had barely dented the piles of food she had put on 

her plate, but after quickly stuffing her mouth full, she slid off 

her chair and followed closely on Erin's heels toward the back 

door. Erin charged through the door but stopped on the porch 

and waited for Kim to come out. 

  “Hold on just a minute, little lady! You haven't finished 

your breakfast,” said Mom, stopping the eight-year-old dead in 

her tracks. 
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 Kim spun around and swallowed hard. “But Mom, I'm 

full!” 

 Ever since she was a little girl, Kim had eaten like a bird. 

She would eat only small amounts at a time, and that resulted 

in her being hungry—often. She always seemed to be eating, and 

thus her favorite phrase was, 'I'm hungry!' 

 Kim was tall for an almost-third-grader, and her weight had 

always been on the lighter side. An active child with long, 

golden hair and soft brown eyes, she smiled and laughed easily 

and had a quiet, dry sense of humor. 

  On the other hand, Erin was a real character who loved to 

pull practical jokes on just about anybody. She was legendary 

back in her old hometown of Racine, Wisconsin, and once she 

got to know the other kids in the sixth grade at her new school, 

she planned to continue her well-earned reputation here in 

River’s End.  

 After all, Erin had reasoned just a day or two ago to her 

dad. We've only been here a couple of weeks! Give me a 
chance! I'll get back into my old form. She had just pulled one 

of her all-time favorite pranks: After racing into the house 
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ahead of her dad, she had hid behind a door and jumped out 

at the very last moment, scaring the daylights out of him. 

Erin had darker hair than Kim and beautiful green eyes 

that would become darker or lighter, depending on her mood. 

At eleven years old and going into sixth grade, Erin was the 

family's middle child and incredibly proud of it. She always felt 

that her spot in the family—between her sisters—was a special 

one. 

Jenny is the oldest and my big sister, and Kim is the 
youngest and my little sister. So, I get to be both! I'm not only 
a big sister, but I'm a little sister, too! She would proudly say to 

everyone. 

  Erin loved mysteries, and she would always get Kim 

involved in one of her elaborate 'plans,' as she liked to call 

them. Whenever she was about to spring one of her plans on 

Kim, she would bite her lower lip and get an intense look on 

her face. Kim knew that look very well and always dreaded it. 

More often than not, Erin's elaborate plans would get them into 

big trouble. 

  The screen door slammed shut, startling everyone in the 

kitchen. Erin turned back to the door, pressed her face against 
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the screen, and yelled, “Come on, Kim! We're burning 

daylight!” 

 Without waiting for permission to leave the table or any 

further discussion about her breakfast habits, Kim bolted 

through the door and followed Erin across the backyard to 

where the truck was parked. When they reached it, they 

stopped to look at all the construction equipment that the 

carpenters had brought to build the new boathouse. 

 “Boy! Could we build a great treehouse with all this stuff 

or what?!” said Erin, closely studying all the lumber that was 

piled high on the truck. She reached in and lifted a sheet of 

plywood. There were quite a few smaller pieces of lumber 

stacked neatly beneath it. 

  Kim looked up at her sister and noticed that Erin was biting 

her lower lip as she stared at the lumber. 

“Oh, no!” Kim exclaimed. “I'm not going to do anything to 

get myself grounded. Leave me out of your plans! Don't even 

try to tell me about your plan! I don't want to hear it.” 

 She quickly started to hum loudly and held her hands over 

her ears. 
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 “No, no, no…NO!” shouted Erin over Kim's loud 

humming. She pulled Kim's hands away from her ears and held 

them down at her sides. Kim shut her eyes tightly and 

continued to hum even louder. 

  “I was just wondering...” Pausing for a moment, Erin loudly 

spoke so that Kim would have to listen. “I was just wondering 

if the carpenters will have anything left over after they build the 

boathouse.” 

  She waited until Kim opened her eyes and then continued. 

“That's all! Maybe some pieces of wood that they were going to 

throw away or something like that.” 

 Even though Kim had opened her eyes, she kept on 

humming as she struggled to free herself from Erin's grasp. 

 Erin stared at Kim innocently and waited until she stopped 

humming and struggling. She knew that she had, once again, 

gotten through to her little sister. She had a knack for talking 

Kim into her plans. 

  “Well? What do you think?” she asked. “Is it a plan?” 

 “Okay,” Kim sighed, “let's go ask them.” 
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  Erin led the way down the path through the woods that 

ended at the riverfront. “Come on! Let's go see how far they've 

gotten.” 

  Their home was part of the original Peterson family estate 

that included the ten acres of land located just outside the city 

of River’s End. Their land was mostly wooded, as were the 

hundreds of acres surrounding their estate. The Hidden 

Hollow River sliced right through the back edge of their 

property until it flowed into a natural basin. This basin created 

a small lake bordering the whole city before it flowed to the end 

of the state and beyond. That's how the town of River’s End got 

its name. 

  Although the girls had lived there for only a little over a 

month, they had already taken several canoe trips into the city 

of River’s End. Mom and Dad trusted them to canoe on their 

own, knowing that they would follow all the boating safety rules. 

Both girls were strong swimmers, but they knew the importance 

of wearing their life jackets. They would never think of boating 

without wearing them because they weren't about to lose the 

freedom they had to go canoeing whenever they wanted. 
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Besides, Mom and Dad usually reminded them every time they 

went near the water. 

For the past few years, Erin had been canoeing with her big 

sister, Jenny, up and down the Root River where they lived in 

Racine. Now that Jenny was away at school, at least through the 

summer, it was Erin's turn to be the big sister to Kim and show 

her the ropes. 

  “Let's take the canoe out and watch the carpenters from the 

river,” suggested Erin as they walked through the woods. 

“Great!” Kim said as she pushed a branch away from her 

face.  

She loved boating with her big sister. 

As Kim spoke, a twig snapped a short distance away from 

them in the woods. She stopped and cocked her head in the 

direction of the sound. It seemed to come from the path which 

led from Annabelle's house to the riverfront. Although it was 

only a short distance away, the thick woods blocked their view 

of Annabelle's path and whatever made the sound. 

 “Annabelle?” shouted Kim, “Is that you?” 

  The girls felt a chill travel down their spines as they realized 

that the crickets and birds in the woods had suddenly stopped; 
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the forest fell silent. Something or someone was traveling along 

Annabelle's path toward the river. 

  Whoever it was must have heard Kim's shout because 

everything fell silent. Another twig snapped, and Erin grabbed 

Kim's hand and pulled her in the direction of the river where 

they could hear the carpenters pounding away. Kim didn't need 

much urging to follow her sister. At the sound of another twig 

snapping, the girls could tell that the intruder was almost even 

with them and only about thirty feet away. 

  Suddenly, directly in front of them, a rabbit burst out of the 

vegetation, startling the two girls. They stopped for a moment 

to catch their breath and let the shock and fear they had been 

feeling wear off. When their hearts stopped beating wildly, they 

looked at each other and burst out laughing. 

 “You silly goose!” exclaimed Erin. “That was only a dumb 

rabbit!” 

 “I'm silly?” questioned Kim indignantly. “You were just as 

scared as me!” 

 “Nah, ah,” answered Erin, “I was just trying to protect you. 

Come on, let's get that canoe in the river.” 
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  Without waiting for a reply from Kim, Erin turned and 

headed toward the shore. They covered the remaining distance 

quickly and burst out of the woods and into the sunlight. The 

river sparkled like a million diamonds. 

Neither of the girls noticed that the crickets and birds did 

not start chirping after the rabbit crossed their path, nor did 

they hear the final twig snap as the intruder neared the end of 

Annabelle's trail. There had been someone in the woods 

following them. Reaching out, he silently shifted the vegetation 

so he could get a clear view of the girls as they walked down to 

the riverbank. 



The Old Coontz Mill: Hidden Hollow Five Series (Contest Version) Copyright © 2021 James R. Lewis    Youth Inspired Publishing, LLC 
 

 18 

Chapter 1 Discussion Questions 
 
K – 2nd Grade 
What are the two main characters’ names and something you remember 
about them? 
 
Where are Kim and Erin headed at the end of the chapter? 
 
3rd & 4th Grade 
Compare and contrast Kim and Erin using details from the chapter. How 
are they alike? How are they different? 
 
What happened to the boathouse and why is it being rebuilt? 
 
5th & 6th Grade 
How could you describe Kim and Erin’s personalities? Use evidence from 
the chapter (specific details and page numbers) to support your reasoning. 
 

Make a prediction: Who do you think the intruder is and why?
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Chapter 2 

The Intruder 

 
 “Come on,” said Kim. Skipping over to the canoe that was 

stored upside-down, she bent over and pulled their life jackets 

out from underneath. Sliding into hers, she turned back to see 

why Erin hadn't followed her to the riverfront. 

 Erin had crossed over to where the carpenters were laying 

out the new boathouse. She stood patiently, waiting to catch 

their attention or for them to notice her. Well, patient was not 

a term that anyone would have used to describe Erin—ever! She 

was never patient or calm about anything. Her body was in 

constant motion—and especially now—as she shifted her weight 

from one foot to the other. 

 “Come on, Erin!” shouted Kim, loud enough for everyone 

to hear. “We're burning daylight! Remember?” 
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 Grabbing the side of the canoe, Kim rolled it over and slid 

it as far as she could in the direction of the river's edge. The 

metal boat was heavy, so she decided to wait until Erin could 

give her a hand pushing it the rest of the way into the water. 

Looking back, she could see that Erin had put her hands 

behind her back and was waving them up and down to keep 

her quiet. 

 Ignoring Erin’s clear hand signal, Kim yelled even louder 

this time. “Erin! Come on! Let's take the canoe out into the 

river and watch them work like you said we were going to do!” 

 Erin could no longer stand it. She spun around, put her 

finger to her lips, and let out a loud, “Shhhhhhhhhh!” 

 The carpenters stopped for a moment and looked at the 

two girls. Noticing that the pounding and hammering had 

abruptly stopped, Erin spun back around and immediately 

turned bright red. She'd caught the carpenters’ attention. All 

three of them stood there, staring at her. 

 “And what can we do for you, little lady?” asked the oldest 

of the three. He was tall with blonde hair that was graying at the 

temples. To Erin, he looked older, maybe the age of her mom 

and dad. The other two carpenters were much younger, but 
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their blonde hair and looks were just like the older man, except 

without the gray in their hair. Erin could tell that they were all 

related, probably a father and his two sons. 

 “Ah, er, ah, Sir?” she stammered. “We were wondering, 

Sir—I mean…” she pointed her thumb over her shoulder in the 

direction of Kim. “Kim and I were wondering if you might have 

some lumber left over after you build our boathouse.” For 

good measure, Erin gave him the most heart-warming smile she 

could muster. 

 The man smiled and then looked at the other two 

carpenters and winked. Turning back to Erin, he asked, “Well, 

that depends on what you plan to do with it?” 

 While Erin was talking to the carpenter, Kim removed her 

life jacket and came to stand next to her sister. 

 “Not the new stuff,” Erin hesitated for effect, “but any old 

stuff that you might be planning to throw away or something 

like that.” 

 She wasn't sure if she should answer the man's question 

directly. Her dad and mom were always cautioning the girls 

about safety, and a treehouse might not fall into the category of 

what an adult would consider a safe adventure. 
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 “Or something like that,” said the carpenter, repeating 

Erin's words. “And what are you two going to do with all those 

scraps?” he asked again. 

 “We want to build a treehouse,” blurted out Kim before 

Erin could think of the perfect answer. 

 By the tone of Erin's groan, Kim immediately knew that 

she had said something she wasn't supposed to. She 

instinctively moved a step away from Erin as she spoke, half 

expecting an elbow or a nudge from her big sister. It seemed 

that every time Kim, 'messed up,' (as Erin would say), she would 

always get a nudge from an elbow or a kick under the table. 

 “What?” she asked, looking at Erin. 

 “A treehouse?” The carpenter repeated Kim's words 

slowly. He scratched his chin and let out a long, 

“Hmmmmmmm...” Looking back, he winked again at the 

other two carpenters. “What do you think, boys?” They both 

nodded in agreement. 

 “I'll tell you what we'll do for you,” suggested the carpenter. 

He walked over to the two girls and looked them over. 

 “You both look like hard workers, so we'll make you a 

deal.”  
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 Kim raised her arms to show him her muscles and wiggled 

her eyebrows up and down. The carpenter laughed and then 

continued. “At the end of each day, we have to pick up all the 

scraps lying around the job site and put them in a neat pile to 

burn when we finish the job. 

 He paused and looked first at Erin and then at Kim. “If 

you two will pick up all those scraps for us, you can not only 

have some of this lumber, but we'll help you build that 

treehouse. You'll have earned it. If we need to, we’ll even throw 

in some of the leftover new lumber we’ve got here.” 

 As he finished speaking, he pointed his hammer in the 

direction of a huge clump of willow trees overhanging the 

riverfront. “How would you like it if we built your new 

treehouse right over there in that clump of willow trees?” 

 The girls turned in the direction he was pointing and saw 

the possibilities immediately. They pictured a giant treehouse 

with a rope ladder and a swing that would allow kids to swing 

way out over the river… and all kinds of other ideas. 

 “Well, what do you say?” asked the carpenter. “Do we 

have a deal?” 
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 “You've got yourself a deal!” squealed the girls. As they 

yelled, they laughed and gave each other a high five. 

 “Can I help, too?” a voice called out from the woods. 

 The girls and the three carpenters all turned to look toward 

the voice they heard in the trees. It was the exact spot where 

Annabelle's path led off into the woods. 

 A boy with dark hair and dark brown eyes stepped out 

from behind some bushes and stood at the riverfront. He was 

the same age and about an inch taller than Erin. The girls 

recognized him immediately. 

 “Hey! I know you!” said Erin. “You're Matthew Collins 

from the drugstore in town.” 

 “Yup,” he answered, and quickly added, “Matt. I like to be 

called Matt.” 

 “Hey! You were the one in the woods who scared us!” said 

Kim accusingly. “That wasn't nice!” 

 Matt looked down at the ground and rubbed his foot back 

and forth in the gravel. “I just didn't know what to do when you 

yelled out that evil old lady's name,” he answered. “She's really 

mean and...” 



The Old Coontz Mill: Hidden Hollow Five Series (Contest Version) Copyright © 2021 James R. Lewis    Youth Inspired Publishing, LLC 
 

 25 

 “Annabelle is not mean,” interrupted Erin. “She's our 

friend, and she's nice. She gives us chocolate chip cookies, and 

she has a pet rabbit named Sniffles, and...” 

 “Are you talking about the old woman who lives next door 

to you?” asked the carpenter, a look of amazement crossing his 

face. “You’re talking about the same old lady who never talks 

to anybody in town and yells at all the kids around here?”  

 He snickered and looked back at his sons as he 

remembered. “Why, when I was a kid, she used to...” 

 “Annabelle's different now,” said Kim angrily.  “She's our 

friend, she's nice, and we like her a lot.” 

 “Well, I'll be,” said the carpenter laughing openly this time. 

“I've never heard a kid say that they liked that old bag.” 

 Kim had enough. She was just about to give the carpenter 

a piece of her mind when she was interrupted by Matt. 

 “Well, can I help you build the treehouse?” he asked for a 

second time. “I'll help you clean up, too!” he quickly added. 

 Erin and Kim looked back at the carpenter to see what he 

had to say about it. 
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 “Hey, don't look at me,” he said, holding up his hands. 

“The deal is the same if you have two kids or ten. The more 

the merrier, I always say.” 

 Matt crossed over to where Erin and Kim were standing 

and stuck out his hand. “I'm sorry for scaring you like that,” he 

said apologetically. “Can I please help?” 

 Erin shook his hand, nodded, and then looked over at 

Kim. Kim wasn't too sure if she wanted to be partners with a 

boy who didn't like Annabelle. She wrinkled up her nose and 

sniffed but finally started to give in. Before Kim had a chance 

to change her mind, Erin took Kim's hand, shoved it into 

Matt's, and gave them a quick shake. 

“You've got yourself a deal!” she said. Turning back to the 

man, she asked, “What time do we start?” 

 “Be here no later than 4:30 p.m.” he answered, and he 

stuck out his hand and shook with each of them separately. 

“You're hired.” The kids smiled as the carpenter returned to 

his work. 

 Erin turned to Matt. “You want to go canoeing with us?” 

she asked. “We've got an extra life jacket.” 
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 “Sure,” answered Matt with a smile, “But only if it's alright 

with her.” 

As he spoke, he pointed his thumb at Kim. 

 “I don't care,” answered Kim shrugging her shoulders, 

“and my name is Kim.” 

 The three of them walked over to the canoe and got into 

life jackets. When they were all set, they slid the canoe out into 

the river. Kim got in first and sat up front, followed by Matt, 

who sat in the middle. Erin pushed the canoe out into the light 

current and jumped in, sitting in the back. As she and Kim 

paddled out to the middle of the river, the carpenter stopped 

pounding and looked out at the three of them. 

 “Don't forget to come back this afternoon at 4:30 sharp!” 

he called. “Remember that we've got a deal!” 

 “We won't,” they all answered in unison. Kim and Erin 

paddled up the river, heading away from the city of River’s End. 

As they came around a bend in the river, they saw another 

canoe racing toward them. The two girls in the other canoe 

waved at them as they got closer. 

 “Oh, no!” groaned Matt. “That's Amanda Thompson and 

her little sister, Becky. Quick, let's get out of here!” 
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 There wasn't any place that they could go without being 

rude, so Erin just let the canoe drift while the other canoe 

continued toward them. Besides, thought Erin, the two girls 
looked like they were pretty nice. They were both smiling, 

which seemed to make Matt even more nervous and agitated. 

He groaned again as they got a little closer. 

 “What's wrong with you?” asked Kim. 

 “Nothing.” answered Matt, “You’ll see.” He had resigned 

to the fact that the Thompson sisters had spotted them and 

would shortly be alongside their canoe. Amanda had what 

looked to him like a big, snotty smile on her face. 

 As they got closer, Erin could tell that she and Matt were 

about the same age as Amanda, and the younger sister that Matt 

had called Becky, looked to be about the same age as Kim. 

 This is perfect, she thought. “Kim! It looks like we're finally 

going to meet some kids our age.” 

 “Hey, I'm your age!” said Matt forgetting about Amanda 

Thompson for the moment. 

 “I mean some girls our age, silly,” answered Erin. 

 “Yeah, girls,” groaned Matt. “But why did they have to be 

Amanda and Becky Thompson?! I ride the bus with them 
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every day, and Amanda is always trying to sit next to me. She’s 

sooooo obnoxious!” 

 “We're going to ride the bus, too,” offered Kim. “Mom and 

Dad already signed us up.” 

 “Great, then I'll have somebody else to sit with,” said Matt 

with a big smile. 

 When the other canoe got closer, Erin was even more 

surprised to find that the younger girl looked a lot like Kim. 

Her hair was a bit blonder, but her size and facial expressions 

were very similar. “Look, Kim,” she whispered. “That younger 

girl, Becky, looks like she could be your twin.” 

 “Nah-ah,” answered Kim, rapidly shaking her head. She 

closely scrutinized Becky as they approached. “She doesn’t 

look anything like me.”  

Amanda, on the other hand, looked completely different 

than her younger sibling. Her long, dark reddish hair hung in a 

ponytail down to the middle of her back. She had, what looked 

to Erin, about a bazillion freckles all over her face, and Erin 

immediately liked her smile. She decided she liked her, 

regardless of what Matt Collins thought. 
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 Amanda put up her paddle as they approached, and the 

canoes neatly slid side by side. Both she and Erin reached out 

at the same time and held the boats steadily together. 

 “Hello, Matt,” said Amanda in a sing-song voice, giving him 

a huge smile. 

 “Hi,” mumbled Matt, shifting uneasily in the boat. He 

avoided any direct eye contact with Amanda. 

 “I'm Erin Lewis, and this is my little sister, Kim.” 

 Erin didn't know why Matt seemed so uncomfortable 

around Amanda, but she was intrigued by the mystery. She 

secretly vowed to find out more about what was going on 

between the two of them. 
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Chapter 2 Discussion Questions 
 
K – 2nd Grade 
Kim and Erin are going to build a treehouse. Do you have a treehouse or 
special place where you like to play? Where is it and what makes it special? 
 
In this chapter, Erin is excited that the two girls might make friends. How 
did you meet one of your close friends? 
 
3rd & 4th Grade 
Who are the characters we meet in this chapter? Name and describe them. 
 
Make a prediction: What do you think will happen on the river now that 
the canoes are side by side? 
 
5th & 6th Grade 
What do you think about the carpenters’ deal – is it reasonable? Why or 
why not?  
 

Make an inference: Consider Matt’s actions and dialogue in this chapter. 
How do you think Matt feels about Amanda? Why? Use evidence from the 
text to support your reasoning. 
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Chapter 3 
The Encounter 

 
“I'm Amanda Thompson, and this is my little sister, 

Rebecca,” offered the older girl. The younger sister spun 

around and glared at her, but before she could say anything, 

Amanda held up her hand and added with a laugh, “but she 

likes to be called Becky.” 

 Becky smiled and turned back to Kim and Erin. 

 Once the introductions were over, Amanda asked, “Where 

are you all going?” She smiled and looked directly at Erin 

through beautiful, dark blue eyes buried in an ocean of freckles. 

 Without waiting for an answer from Erin, she continued, 

“We were just going into town to play at the old mill. They're 

going to tear down the old Coontz Mill. Did you know that?”  
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Amanda paused and giggled. “How silly of me! Of course, 

you wouldn't know about that. You've only lived here for a few 

weeks!” 

 Although Amanda had a pleasant voice, she spoke fast with 

a sing-song, musical tone. She seemed to Erin and Kim like 

someone who was in a hurry to go somewhere, so she had to 

impart a lot of information as quickly as possible before she 

could leave. 

 “My daddy, the mayor, says that after they tear down the 

mill, a big developer from out of town is going to build 

apartments, or condos, or something like that. He says that 

after old Mr. Coontz died and didn't leave a will, the property 

that’s been in his family for over a hundred years was bought 

cheaply by the bank in an estate sale. The city tried to purchase 

the property and make it a permanent park, but the big ‘Real 

Estate Developer’ outbid them.” 

 Pausing only long enough to catch her breath, she rambled 

on. “Now the park won’t be built since that real estate company 

owns it. Old Mr. Coontz always told my daddy—he's the mayor, 

you know—that he wanted the mill property to become a city 

park. He even said that he had put it in his will many years ago, 
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but nobody could find it after he died. And there were no living 

relatives to contact. So, the bank foreclosed the property and 

that real estate company bought it.” 

 Holding her hand up to her mouth, she giggled again. “Oh, 

my! You might have gotten the wrong idea when I said Mr. 

Coontz was the mayor. I meant my daddy's the mayor.” She 

giggled again. 

“We got that, Amanda,” sighed Matt in an exasperated 

tone. 

 “Hold it!” shouted Kim, startling everybody. “What in the 

heck are you talking about?” As she spoke, she showed her 

frustration by emphasizing each word. 

 “Why, Coontz Mill Park, of course!” answered Amanda. 

“Everybody's upset. I mean everybody, and they are talking 

about it all over town! You must have heard about it, right?” 

 Amanda looked from Erin to Kim for some kind of 

reassurance and then giggled again. “I know! I know!” she said 

in her sing-song voice. 

 Without waiting for an answer, she continued, only this 

time she changed the subject entirely. “That was a terrible fire 

you people had in your boathouse, wasn't it? Are you alright?” 



The Old Coontz Mill: Hidden Hollow Five Series (Contest Version) Copyright © 2021 James R. Lewis    Youth Inspired Publishing, LLC 
 

 35 

 Amanda’s giggles turned into laughter. “Oh! Silly me! Of 

course, you're alright. You're sitting here in your boat, looking 

right at me. Aren't you?” She nodded and then quickly 

answered, “Of course you are. That banker, Smith, is just a 

horrible person. Isn’t he?” 

 Kim noticed that Becky had rolled her eyes a couple of 

times when Amanda spoke. So, deciding to ignore Amanda for 

the moment, she looked directly at Becky and asked, “What 

grade are you in?” 

 “Oh, you mean Becky? She's going into third,” answered 

Amanda before Becky had a chance to open her mouth. 

 “Amanda! Will you just shut up and let someone else 

speak for a second?” Matt couldn't take it anymore. He had 

been sitting there with his head buried in his hands, listening to 

Amanda chatter on endlessly. 

 “Do you see what I mean?” he asked, turning to Erin. 

Throwing his hands up, he added, “She never lets anybody else 

talk. It's always gab, gab, gab, gab, gab. She never stops!” 

 Erin felt very comfortable with Amanda. Back in her old 

hometown of Racine, Wisconsin, she had a friend named 

Emily who was just like Amanda. Erin was about to comment 
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about how much her old friend Emily and Amanda were so 

much alike, but Amanda cut back in before she could say 

anything. 

 “Why, Matthew Collins! How rude!” Wagging her finger 

at Matt and closely imitating her own mother's voice, Amanda 

continued. “You should have your mouth washed out with soap 

for saying shut up like...” 

 In mid-sentence, she stopped wagging her finger, and a 

questioning look came over her face. “And just what did you 

mean by that remark, 'Do you see what I mean?’ Have you 

been talking about me behind my back?” 

 “You never let anybody else talk. You're always butting into 

other people's conversations. And, I might add, you're always 

answering for Becky. That's what I mean,” answered Matt. 

 Amanda was struck silent for only a moment, and then she 

giggled. “Daddy and Mommy always say I'm a Chatty Kathy. 

That's because I like to talk a lot.” 

 “No kidding,” mocked Matt sarcastically. 

 Everyone was quiet for a few moments, and Erin could tell 

that Amanda's feelings were a little hurt, so she decided to 

break the silence. “Sure,” she said, “we would love to go with 
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you to see that old Coontz Mill, but we have to be back by 

4:30.” 

 “That's right,” chirped Kim. “We're going to build 

ourselves a treehouse, and those carpenters are going to help 

us build it.” As she spoke, she pointed across the river toward 

the three carpenters. In the time they had been talking, the 

canoes had drifted slightly back toward the shoreline, and they 

were now directly across from the men. The carpenters were 

pounding away and had already raised one of the sidewalls of 

the new boathouse. 

 “How did you get them to help you?” asked Becky. 

 “They hired us to clean up the building materials at the end 

of each day. They said if we do a good job, they will help us build 

our treehouse right over there in that big clump of trees.” Kim 

pointed out the spot that the carpenter had suggested for them 

to build the treehouse. 

 “Wow!” exclaimed Becky. “Can we help?” She looked 

over at Amanda to see if it was alright to volunteer her big 

sister's help on the project. 
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 “Is he,” asked Amanda, reaching over and thumping her 

finger on Matt's chest, “going to help, too?” It didn't take a 

genius to tell that Amanda still had hurt feelings. 

 “I sure am,” answered Matt, indignantly pushing her hand 

away. “The carpenter said I could, and he said the more, the 

merrier.” 

 Matt’s eyes got wide, and he gulped when he realized what 

he had just said. He stammered, “I mean, he said, Erin, Kim, 

and I could help.” 

 He glanced over at Erin for confirmation and gave her a 

pleading look. 

Erin waved her hand dismissively toward Matt and replied, 

“The older guy said we could have as many kids help us as we 

wanted, so I think it would be great if you two helped us! And 

he did say the more, the merrier.” She paused for effect and 

then looked directly at Matt, “Right, Matt?”  

 Matt continued to stare at Erin, and then he sheepishly 

gave a side glance at Amanda. He finally nodded his head and 

replied, “That’s right; that’s what he said.” 



The Old Coontz Mill: Hidden Hollow Five Series (Contest Version) Copyright © 2021 James R. Lewis    Youth Inspired Publishing, LLC 
 

 39 

 “See, Mattie boy!” exclaimed Amanda. “Erin would love to 

have us help, and five sets of hands are always better than three. 

I bet we’ll get the work done five times faster.” 

“Oh, silly me,” she paused for just a second and then said, 

“Hmmmmmmm. At first, there were three doing the work, and 

now there are five. Oh my, that sounds like a math problem, 

and I’m really no good at math problems. Well, I have no idea 

how much faster we will be, but the work will get done faster, 

and that’s all that counts! I think…” 

“It’s Matt! Not Mattie!” yelled Matt, interrupting her. He 

looked over at Erin and explained. “I like to be called Matt.” 

“We should get going if we want to be back in time to clear 

the scraps,” said Erin, taking control of the situation. She 

pushed off from the other canoe, spun around in her seat, and 

started paddling toward the city of River’s End. She glanced 

back and saw that Amanda and Becky had started to paddle 

their canoe after them. 

When they were out of hearing range, Matt mumbled, “See 

what I mean? That girl drives me crazy!” He wrinkled up his 

nose as he said it. 
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“I like her,” declared Erin. “I think we’re all going to be 

great friends.” 

“Never,” vowed Matt. 

“I think Becky is kind of cool, too,” said Kim. 

“How would you even know?” asked Matt. “She couldn’t 

even get a word in! With Amanda, it’s always talk, talk, talk, talk, 

talk. I’m surprised she even has time to breathe.” 

Kim had a sudden inspiration. She turned around in her 

seat and looked directly at Matt. “You like her, don’t you?” 

“No, I don’t,” exclaimed Matt. “She just drives me crazy 

with all her talking, is all! I’ve known her since kindergarten, 

and she’s always been the same. Talk, talk, talk, talk, talk.” 

Erin didn’t add to the conversation. She just looked at Matt 

and Kim and smiled. 

They continued to paddle for about a mile along the lazy 

river with Matt giving Kim a break from paddling from time to 

time. For the rest of the trip, Amanda kept up a conversation, 

mostly with herself, about the beautiful plants and wildflowers 

along the riverbank, the river itself, the weather, what she ate 

for dinner last night, what she was going to have for dinner 

tonight, their school, and the city. 
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As they entered the quaint little city of River’s End, they 

passed the backs of stores and restaurants. The restaurants all 

had patios overlooking the river. Amanda gave them a 

continuous verbal tour as they moved along, pointing out her 

favorite shops and even highlighting the enormous, old 

government-type building in the city center's distance. 

“That’s where my daddy works,” she said, “and that’s 

where Matt works, at his dad’s drugstore.” 

 “There’s the old Coontz Mill,” squealed Becky, pointing 

to a tall, old stone building at the far edge of town. 

The building was a large stone structure built right on the 

riverbank. It was about three stories high with a large 

paddlewheel sticking out of the building's side and dipping into 

the water. The wheel wasn’t moving, even though the water was 

rapidly streaming past it. There were small, boarded up 

windows on the two sides of the building that the kids could 

see. There was a door on one of those sides. 

“Why isn’t the paddlewheel moving?” asked Kim as they 

all looked up at the building. 

“My daddy says that he thinks the gear thingy rusted and 

froze up a long time ago,” answered Amanda. “The mill has 
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been closed and boarded up for many years. Since long before 

I was born, and I’m eleven.” 

They docked their canoes on the grassy riverbank just 

below the building and walked around the mill. There were 

windows on all four sides and a loading dock on the riverside. 

The windows were boarded up, and the doors had heavy 

padlocks. 

“I wonder if there is a way to get in there…” pondered Erin. 

“I’d sure like to see what the inside of a mill looks like.” 

“My daddy says it’s dangerous in there, and the police have 

to chase the teenagers out of here regularly,” answered 

Amanda. “Besides, I don’t see any way past these big, old 

padlocks securing all of the doors.” 

Matt looked at the four of them with a thoughtful 

expression on his face. “I heard the older boys talking at school 

about having parties in the mill.” 

“Did you hear how they got in?” asked Erin. 

“Yup. One of them told me,” replied Matt. 

“I don’t think going in there is such a good idea,” said 

Amanda. “My daddy would be pretty mad if we were caught 

inside by the police.” 
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“Come on, Amanda,” coaxed Erin. “Aren’t you up for a 

little adventure?” 

“I am,” exclaimed Kim. 

“Me too,” said Becky. 

“I’m in,” said Matt.  

They all looked at Amanda. She started to shake her head 

but then relented by shrugging her shoulders. “If you’re all in, I 

guess I have to go along. I’m responsible for my little sister, 

anyways.” 

All four of the other kids cheered, and then Erin looked at 

Matt. 

“Now show us how to get in.” 
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Chapter 3 Discussion Questions 
 
K – 2nd Grade 
Where are the children in this chapter? What’s happened to the building? 
 
Do you think the kids will go into the mill? Why or why not? 
 
3rd & 4th Grade 
Make an inference: How is Amanda feeling at the end of this chapter? Use 
evidence from the text to support your answer. 
 
Do you think going into the mill is a good idea? Why or why not? 
 
5th & 6th Grade 
Make a prediction: What do you think will happen next in the story? Do 
you think the children will get into the mill? Why or why not?  
 
Have you ever felt pressured to do something you didn’t want to do like 
Amanda in this chapter? How did you feel and what happened? 
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Chapter 4 
The Mill 

 

Matt led them back around to the mill's riverside, where 

the old paddlewheel stood frozen in the water. He pointed up 

to the very top of the wheel, almost thirty feet above them. 

“See that little access door near the top of the wheel?” he 

asked. 

They all looked up and saw a small opening about two feet 

wide and three feet high built into the building's side. It looked 

all boarded up like the rest of the windows. 

“It’s no different than any of the other windows,” scoffed 

Erin. 

“Except it’s not a window,” said Matt knowingly. “I figure 

it’s there so that the workers can get access to the paddlewheel 

and perform maintenance on it from time to time. And I know 
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it’s an access door and not a window because I asked one of the 

older boys in school about it.” 

“It looks boarded up,” said Erin. “What happens if we 

climb up there, and we can’t get in?” 

“Simple,” said Kim rolling her eyes. “Then we just climb 

back down.” 

“I’ll do all the dangerous climbing,” said Matt bravely. 

“You girls stay down here while I go up and check it out for 

you.” 

“Sounds good to me,” said Amanda, “but Mattie, do be 

careful. Won’t you? I wouldn’t want anything bad happening 

to you.” 

She smiled at him sweetly and batted her eyes. 

“How many times do I have to tell you, it’s Matt!” he called 

back as he started to climb the old paddlewheel. 

Erin stood there with her hands on her hips, fuming. 

“Girls can do anything a boy can do,” she said. 

With that, she stepped forward and began to climb up 

behind Matt, following the same path. She looked back down 

at the other three girls and said, “You guys wait until I tell you 

that the coast is clear—then follow us up.” 
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When Matt reached the access door, he gave it a push, but 

it didn’t budge. He pushed as hard as he could, but the door 

only moved a fraction of an inch. He was a little surprised to 

see Erin climbing up to his position. 

“It’s pretty solid,” he said as she got up next to him.  

“Why don’t we both give it a try,” she replied as she studied 

the access door. 

There were hinges at the top of the door but no latch that 

she could see. She gave the door a shove, and it wiggled on its 

hinges but didn’t open. 

“I think it’s stuck at the bottom, but I don’t think it’s latched 

on the inside,” she mused out loud. “How about if we both give 

it a shove near the bottom?” 

She positioned her shoulder against the door about a foot 

up from the bottom while Matt leaned with his back against one 

of the wheel spokes, preparing to give it a solid kick at the same 

time she pushed.  

“On three,” he said, “okay?” 

Erin nodded. 

“One, two, three!” 
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As Matt said three, Erin pushed with all her might and Matt 

gave the access door a forceful kick. The door flew inward, and 

Erin fell through the opening and into a dark room beyond. 

She landed in about an inch of dust and dirt, coating her whole 

body. She stood up quickly, just as Matt poked his head in the 

opening.  

“Are you okay?” he asked as he climbed in through the 

access door. He laughed when he saw Erin all covered in dust. 

“I’m okay, just a little bit dusty,” she answered, brushing 

herself off. 

When she finished, she poked her head out through the 

access door and waved for the other three to come. Kim 

immediately started up, followed closely by Becky. Amanda 

hesitated until they were almost to the top and then shrugged 

her shoulders and started up after them. 

When they all got up and into the room, Erin looked at the 

four of them and said, “Now that we’re in, let’s explore.”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

The room they were in was approximately a twenty-foot by 

twenty-foot square. There were very few furnishings in it. There 

were three rickety, old chairs which looked out of place, as if 

someone had hauled them in. There were also many bottles 
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left behind by the teenagers who frequented the place for 

parties and gatherings. On the other side of the room was a 

closed door. Kim crossed the room and opened it.  

“Look at this,” she cried, waving the others over. 

Everyone hurried to the door and peered over her 

shoulder into the space beyond. On the other side of the door 

was a landing to an open staircase. The stairs led along the stone 

wall down to the first floor. The area beyond was vast and open, 

and they could see across the mill to the other side of the 

building. All that stopped them from falling off the stairs was 

an open railing across from the stone wall. 

“Come on,” Kim said, stepping out on to the landing and 

starting down the steps, “let’s explore this place!” 

“Be careful, Kim!” Erin called after her. 

Kim grabbed the railing and gave it a hard shake. It didn’t 

move, so she turned back to the group and said, “It's safe! 

Come on, let’s start looking around.” 

The stairs creaked as they all descended to the lower level. 

At the bottom of the stairs, in the center of the room, was a 

large, stone wheel connected to a set of gears that reached the 

paddlewheel's shaft. It looked heavy, and with a large amount 
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of accumulated dust, it looked as if it hadn’t been used for 

many years. 

“This is an old Grist Mill Stone,” exclaimed Amanda, her 

eyes wide with excitement. “It was used to grind wheat for flour, 

or corn for cornmeal.” 

“How do you know all that stuff?” asked Matt. 

“Don’t you remember?” said Amanda. “We learned about 

it in school last year. It was in History. No, wait…” she paused. 

“It was Social Studies. No…” she hesitated again. “It was 

History. I remember that Ms. Williams even had pictures. It 

was one of her more interesting classes. She told us about the 

early settlers and how they had to make everything they ate and 

even grind their flour for baking. You remember, don’t you, 

Matt?” 

Matt had stopped listening and was crossing over to the 

other side of the building where there was a long hallway 

leading to three doors. The first door was on the left, the next 

one on the right, and the last one was at the end of the hallway. 

The door on the right faced the back of the building or 

riverside, and the door on the left led to the front of the 

building. He reached over and turned the handle on the right-
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hand door. The latch clicked and the door opened with a 

creaking sound. It opened into what looked like an office. 

There was old wooden furniture in it with a large roll-top desk 

off in the corner and a broken swivel chair pushed up to it. 

There were a couple of wooden file cabinets, and there were 

papers scattered everywhere throughout the room. 

The rest of the kids caught up to him and started exploring 

the room. Kim and Becky crossed over to the roll-top desk 

while Erin and Matt began to open the old file cabinet’s 

drawers. Amanda stayed in the doorway and looked around a 

little apprehensively. 

“Do you think there are any spiders in here?” she asked, 

glancing around at the cobwebs hanging from the ceiling. 

“What do you think, Amanda?” replied Matt, smiling over 

at Erin. She just smiled back and brushed away an old web that 

was attached to the file cabinet. 

There was not much in the file cabinet’s top drawers, just a 

few papers and an old book. Matt pulled the book out and 

leafed through it, finding many pages of numbered columns. 

He looked at the leather cover and imprinted on it was the 

word Ledger in fancy script. 
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“What have you got there?” asked Erin as she slid open 

the last and bottom drawer. 

“Nothing important” answered Matt, “just some old 

accounting book. The dates in here are all around 1930 to 

1935.” 

“Pretty boring stuff,” he added as he dropped the book  

back into the top drawer and slid it shut. 

“And what have we got here?” exclaimed Erin as she 

reached into the drawer and pulled out an old, yellowed roll of 

papers. 

The papers were in pretty bad shape and looked as if they 

had been rolled and unrolled many times over the years. She 

took the roll, placed it on top of the file cabinet, and carefully 

unrolled it out flat on the surface. The cover sheet had a 

drawing of the mill on the front, and as she turned each page, 

she realized that it was an old set of blueprints for the mill. The 

date written on the bottom of each page was April 15, 1896. 

“By the date printed on this set of blueprints, it looks as if 

the Coontz Mill is over a hundred years old! It must have 

belonged to the Coontz family for at least three generations 
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before Mr. Coontz died last year. Maybe even four 

generations!” 

“How cool!” said Becky from across the room as she slid 

the roll-top portion of the desk up and into its tracks. 

Erin and Matt continued to study the blueprints. Amanda, 

finally over her fear of spiders, walked over and intentionally 

wiggled herself between the two of them. She pulled a cell 

phone out of her back pocket and started taking pictures of 

each page. Erin went back to the cover sheet and turned the 

pages one at a time as Amanda took the photos. 

“You have your cell phone with you?” questioned Matt. 

“You took it out in a canoe? Aren’t you worried about it getting 

wet?” 

“Nope,” she answered, “when Becky and I are on the 

water, I store it in a waterproof pouch my father gave to me. 

He attached it to the canoe.” 

“That’s cool,” said Erin. “You’ll have to show me that 

pouch when we get back to the canoes. My dad won’t let me 

take my cell phone out on the river. By the way, can you send 

me those pictures?” 

“Sure,” answered Amanda, “what’s your number?” 
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As Erin gave it to her, Matt said, “Me too. You already 

know my number.” 

Meanwhile, Becky and Kim were exploring the roll-top 

desk across the room. Although there was dust all over the top 

of the desk, the roll-top part slid up with ease as if it were still 

in use today. The inside of the desk was reasonably clean, and 

a few office supplies were still in it. They carefully opened each 

drawer and searched for anything useful. To their 

disappointment, most of the drawers were empty except for the 

big center drawer just below the top. 

That drawer had an inkwell holder with an old bottle of 

ink. Kim picked up the bottle and twisted off the cap. The ink 

inside had dried up a long time ago, but the bottle itself was 

appealing. It was made of decorative glass and looked very old. 

Becky pulled the drawer out until it stopped, but there was still 

about twelve inches of it stuck under the top of the desk. She 

bent down and peered inside to see what was binding it up. 

“There’s something in there,” she said and then reached 

her hand in as far as she could, “I can almost reach it.” 

“Let me try,” said Kim as Becky pulled her hand out. 



The Old Coontz Mill: Hidden Hollow Five Series (Contest Version) Copyright © 2021 James R. Lewis    Youth Inspired Publishing, LLC 
 

 55 

Kim bent down and peered into the drawer. Sure enough, 

there was something up against the back of the drawer. It was 

round and had some kind of a shiny end on it. She grabbed 

ahold of the drawer and shook it up and down until the object 

bounced forward enough to grab it. 

Becky reached in again to retrieve it. As she pulled it out, 

she smiled up at Kim and said, “We make a good team!” 

Becky held up the object and twisted it slowly around as 

the two of them studied it. There was a shiny lever in the middle 

of the tubular shaft that Becky pulled up and down. On the 

other side of the tubular shaft was the name Lester A. Coontz 

engraved in golden letters. Kim took it from Becky and twisted 

off the top. Under it was a shiny, gold, and sharp pointed end. 

“I know what this is!” said Kim putting the object near her 

face and looking at it closely. “It’s an old fountain pen! I saw 

one of these in an antique shop once. They had it in a counter 

case at the front of the store.” 

“Hey, let me see that,” said Erin, walking over with Matt 

and Amanda. She reached out her hand, and Kim handed the 

pen to her.  
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“Yup, that’s an old fountain pen,” commented Matt, “and 

it looks like it belonged to old Mr. Coontz.” 

“Good deduction, detective obvious,” said Amanda in her 

sing-song voice. 

Matt didn’t say anything. He just glared at Amanda. 

“Was Mr. Coontz’s first name Lester?” Erin asked as she 

stepped in between the two of them. She twisted the pen 

around so they could both see it again. 

“I don’t know,” answered Matt, “we just always called him 

old Mr. Coontz. Amanda, do you know what his first name 

was?” 

Amanda looked at the pen and shook her head. 

Erin put the pen in her pocket and said, “We can look him 

up later. That should be easy enough.” 

Matt looked at the four of them and then turned toward 

the door. 

“Come on,” he said, “let’s keep searching around.” 

He led them to the door at the end of the hall. It was a 

slightly smaller door than the other two. He reached down and 

turned the handle, and the door swung in effortlessly. The five 

of them peered into the darkened room. It was a restroom. 
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There was a toilet and a cabinet with a sink. Across from the 

door was a smaller door.  

Matt crossed the bathroom and opened the door. It was a 

storage closet for bathroom and cleaning supplies. All in all, it 

was pretty large with shelving on three of the sides. The door 

to the storage closet had a key stuck in the lock, and Erin 

reached down and turned the key. The lock clicked as she 

turned it back and forth, locking and unlocking the mechanism. 

She pulled the key out and examined it closely. It was an old 

skeleton key.  

“This is really old,” she said as she slipped the key into her 

pocket. 

“You better put that back,” said Amanda. “That’s not 

yours.” 

“It’s been here for a million years, Amanda,” said Matt, 

coming to Erin’s defense. “I don’t think anybody is going to 

miss it anytime soon.” 

“Besides,” added Erin, “I’ll leave the door unlocked.” 

“What is that smell?” asked Becky, wrinkling her nose. 

Kim sniffed and started to cough. 
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Amanda looked at the two of them and then seemed to 

notice the horrible stench for the first time as well. 

“That is quite bad,” she said. “What is that?” 

“It is a bathroom, Amanda,” answered Matt. “You figure it 

out.” 

He was getting back at Amanda for the ‘Captain Obvious’ 

remark. Amanda, Becky, and Kim all started to talk at the same 

time, and Erin held her hand up to stop them.  

“My dad’s an architect, and he told me once that drains 

must have water in them to trap the sewer gas from coming 

back up into the house. I think it would be the same in this 

bathroom. I’m sure that there hasn’t been any water in that 

drain for many, many years.”  

As she finished, she pointed to a drain in the floor of the 

storage room.  

“For that matter, no water in the sink or the toilet, either. 

We better get out of here before we all get sick.” 

They all left the storage and bathroom area and closed the 

door behind them. Amanda quickly forgot about the key in 

Erin’s pocket. 
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“Let’s see where the other door leads,” said Matt, walking 

ahead of the group. 

He reached the door and turned the handle. The door 

opened inward to a large room. On the opposite side of the 

room and on the outer wall were three large, garage-type doors. 

Except, instead of rolling up like a modern door, they had two 

swinging doors that opened inward from the middle. There was 

also a regular exit door located in the center of the wall. 

Nothing else was in the room, so the five of them turned to exit 

back into the hallway. 

As they turned, they heard a man’s voice on the other side 

of the exit door.  

He was speaking to another man as they moved closer. 

“Let’s go in and take a look around.”  

They could hear the padlock rattling as the man prepared 

to open the lock and enter the building. 

“Let’s get out of here,” whispered Matt. He and the girls 

started to panic as they listened to the padlock shake on the 

door hasp. They rushed out into the hallway and silently closed 

the door as they heard the handle click and the door noisily 

open. 
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Chapter 4 Discussion Questions 
 
K – 2nd Grade 
Do you like exploring new places? Why or why not? 
 
If you were Erin or Kim, what would you do when you got to the mill? 
 
3rd & 4th Grade 
Do you think it’s a good idea that Erin put the key in her pocket? Why or 
why not? 
 
Make a prediction: What do you think will happen next in the story? 
 
5th & 6th Grade 
Each of the characters explore and interact with one another in different 
ways. Which character do you connect with the most and why? 
 
Choose a character and describe how he/she is feeling at the end of the 
chapter. Use evidence from the text to support your answer. 
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Chapter 5 
The Contractor 

 

“Come on,” whispered Amanda, “let’s get back up the 

stairs and out of here!” 

She headed down the hallway, followed closely by Becky, 

Kim, and Matt. Erin did not follow and just whispered, “Stop!” 

Her whisper was frantic enough to stop the four of them in 

their tracks. 

“We’ll never make it up there without them discovering 

we’re here,” she whispered. “Follow me.” 

Without argument, the four of them quietly followed her 

down the hall and into the bathroom. Erin ushered them all 

into the bathroom storage closet and quietly closed the door—

but not before holding up her finger to signal them not to speak 

or make any noise. They all nodded their heads in agreement, 

assuring Erin that they would be quiet. They were all so scared 
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that they didn’t need much encouragement. After she got their 

nods, Erin turned back to the bathroom door and opened it 

just a crack so that she could see what was happening.  

The door to the loading dock swung open, and three men 

entered the hall laughing at something one of them had said. 

Two of them had on blue jeans and work shirts similar to the 

type of clothes the three carpenters were wearing at the 

boathouse landing that morning. The third man was overweight 

and wore a business suit. He was laughing the loudest, and to 

Erin, it sounded a little bit fake.  

As one of them walked over and opened the office door, 

he turned to the man in the suit and asked, “Are you sure we 

can get this land and the mill for just two hundred thousand 

dollars? That seems a little on the cheap side, if you ask me.” 

“You’ll get it if I approve the sale,” answered the man in 

the suit. “The bank owned the property, and with my real estate 

firm being the highest bidder at the foreclosure auction, I will 

have the final say of what our holdings will sell for.” 

“And you’ll get it for the two hundred thousand,” he 

continued, “especially if I’m a silent partner in this enterprise, 

like we discussed.” 
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The two men looked at him and nodded their heads in 

agreement. 

“You’ll get your ten percent,” the first man said. 

“We’ve had this argument before, gentlemen,” the broker 

said. “It’s fifteen percent, and if you don’t stop haggling me, I’ll 

make it twenty percent. I hold all the cards here, my friends.” 

He smiled what Erin thought looked like an evil smile at 

the other two men. 

“You don’t hold all the cards, Billy,” the first man said, 

“there’s the matter of Old Man Coontz’s will. You don’t have 

the original, just a copy of it.” 

“You’re correct,” the man called Billy replied, “I was lucky 

enough to find the copy in Coontz’s safe, but now that I 

destroyed that copy, there is nothing to prove he wanted this 

property to go to the city. My company bought all his other 

properties, and my private detective searched all of them for 

the original of the will and assured me it doesn’t exist. Besides, 

we’ve already sold off all of those properties and all of Lester 

Coontz’s personal assets. There is no other place it could be.” 

“What about a safety deposit box somewhere?” asked the 

second man. 
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He was shorter and a little thinner than the first man, 

although he appeared to be around the same age. They looked 

as if they could be brothers, cousins, or some kind of relatives. 

They both had the same facial features: beady eyes and large, 

hooked noses. They both had a dark tan, which Erin figured 

they got from working out in the sun a lot. 

“The Coontz family did business exclusively with the bank 

here, and I did my research with them. I assure you they said 

that Coontz didn’t believe in safety deposit boxes or even bank 

safes for that matter,” answered the broker. “I know that for a 

fact because they told me that they tried many times over the 

years to get him and his old man, Lester Sr., to open a safety 

deposit box, and they both refused.” 

“Probably with good reason,” laughed the taller man, 

“seeing how crooked old Smith was and what happened out 

there on the riverfront property.” 

The two men both laughed at the joke that the taller man 

had made. 

Ignoring the remark and the laughter, the real estate man 

continued, “I assure you, Don, that the original Coontz will is 
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long gone. I’m sure it was destroyed when their office caught 

fire.”  

He paused for a moment. “What was it, three or four years 

ago? Just around the time that old Lester Junior started losing 

his memory. The Coontz office burned to the ground, along 

with everything in it. Quite a fire, I must say. One of the biggest 

to happen in River’s End in many years. Some folks thought 

that old Lester might have been the cause of it. He was always 

smoking those big, old cigars. With the way his memory was 

failing, he just might have been the cause of that fire. In any 

case, the original will is gone. So we’re safe.” 

The smaller man looked around. He first looked in the 

office and then down the hall—right where Erin was hiding—and 

cocked his head in thought. Erin felt a chill go down her spine, 

and for a moment, she thought he might have seen her peeking 

through the crack in the door opening. He turned back to the 

broker. 

“What about in this building?” he asked, sweeping his arm 

in a gesture that seemed to encompass the entire space. “Could 

the will be in here?” 
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“I guess it might be, Dan,” answered the broker, “but 

where in the world would it be hidden? The only office left is 

in this building. It’s been picked through and looted by every 

teenager in town. Just look at this mess!” 

As he finished speaking, he swept his hand over the room, 

indicating the papers scattered around the floor. 

“This mill hasn’t been in use for over two decades,” he 

added. 

“Somebody has been here recently,” the taller man named 

Dan said. “Look at all the footprints in the dust.”  

The three of them looked in the office, and then their gaze 

followed the footprints down the hallway toward the bathroom 

door where Erin was hiding. 

“What’s in that room?” asked Don, staring down the 

hallway. 

He got about two steps when the broker stopped him by 

saying, “It’s just a bathroom. And besides, these footprints are 

pretty small. They were probably made by some teenagers in 

here partying. Look at those footprints. They are going both 

ways to and from the bathroom.” 
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The man looked at the broker and then down the hallway 

at the bathroom door. “I think I’ll just have a look anyway.” 

Erin lost no time backing up and quietly opening the 

bathroom storage closet door. The other four kids looked 

terrified. They heard most of what was said. 

Erin swept her foot over the dusty floor obscuring the 

footprints that led to the closet, and then she stepped back into 

the closet and silently closed the door. She pulled the skeleton 

key out of her pocket and quietly locked the door behind her, 

shutting everyone safely inside. There wasn’t much light in the 

bathroom storage closet. The only light came from the rather 

large gap under the door. When her eyes adjusted to the light, 

she could see the other four fairly well, so she once again held 

her finger up to her lips, signaling them to be quiet. 

They heard the man walk down the hallway toward them 

and open the bathroom door. He stopped moving, and the 

door continued to swing in and hit the wall with a dull thud. 

They all held their breath collectively, and their eyes were wide 

in fear as they heard the man walk over to the bathroom storage 

closet door and rattle the door handle in an attempt to open it. 
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“Hey, Billy,” he called out, “you got a key to this closet 

door in the bathroom?” 

“No,” Billy the broker answered, “it used to be in the lock. 

If it’s not there, it probably was stolen by the same teenagers 

who made all these tracks. That door leads to a storage closet 

for bathroom supplies. There was nothing in there the last time 

I looked a couple of months ago after Coontz died. Just some 

empty shelves.” 

The man rattled the door handle once more and then 

turned and walked out of the bathroom toward the other two 

men. They held a short conversation that the kids couldn’t hear 

through the closed door and then continued on their building 

tour.  

Erin took the key and quietly unlocked the closet door. 

Kim reached out and grabbed her arm violently, shaking her 

head no. Erin pulled her arm away and opened the door. The 

bathroom door was still open where the man had left it, and 

Erin could hear the three men talking out in the mill. She crept 

out into the hallway to try and see what they were doing. She 

peered around the corner and saw the men start up the stairs 

toward the upper room. 



The Old Coontz Mill: Hidden Hollow Five Series (Contest Version) Copyright © 2021 James R. Lewis    Youth Inspired Publishing, LLC 
 

 69 

She knew this was her chance, so she hurried as quietly as 

she could back to the bathroom and signaled for the others to 

follow her. Once they were all in the hall, she quickly explained 

what they needed to do. When they all nodded, she signaled 

for them to follow her. She opened the door to the loading 

dock and whispered that she would follow them shortly. As 

they all walked toward the exit door, she turned and entered 

the office. She stopped short when she noticed that the building 

plans weren’t on the file cabinet where she had left them. She 

quickly checked the file cabinet drawers and found them all 

empty; even the ledger was missing. 

Her heart almost stopped when she heard a quiet voice say, 

“What are you doing, and why is it taking you so long?”  

Erin spun around and breathed a sigh of relief when she 

saw that it was only Matt. 

“The blueprints and the ledger are missing,” she 

whispered. 

“It’s too late to worry about that now! We’ve got to get out 

of here,” Matt said with a sense of urgency in his voice. 

He grabbed Erin’s hand, pulled her out of the office, 

through the loading dock, and outside where the other girls 
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were waiting. Amanda just glared at the two of them without 

saying a word. She was looking at Matt’s hand. He was still 

holding onto Erin. He looked down and immediately let go as 

if he had gotten an electric shock. 

“Let’s get out of here,” said Erin, racing around the 

building. Matt was running right alongside her. He looked over 

at Erin, who gave him a sly smile, and he smiled back. 

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” said Kim, following 

closely behind the two of them. 

Amanda and Becky were running next to Kim. Amanda 

hadn’t missed the smile that passed between Erin and Matt, and 

by the look on her face, it was easy to tell she wasn’t happy 

about it. 

When they reached the canoes, they quickly launched 

them and paddled down the river toward their home. As they 

neared the bend in the river, Erin looked back and saw the 

taller man, the one the banker called Dan, staring at her from 

the access door above the paddlewheel. They continued to 

stare at one another until they paddled the canoes around the 

bend in the river and the old mill was out of sight. 

“Wow!” exclaimed Matt. “That was some adventure!” 
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“The adventure isn’t over,” answered Erin, “not by a long 

shot.” 

“What do you mean?” asked Matt. 

“I’ll tell you all about it when we are back at the 

boathouse.” answered Erin. “Right now, we need to get back if 

we are going to make that 4:30 deadline.” 

They paddled in silence the rest of the way back to the 

boathouse. Erin stayed deep in thought, thinking about 

everything she had just heard from the three men in the mill. 

Amanda didn’t say a word as she fumed over what she had 

witnessed going on between Matt and Erin. Kim and Becky 

were just happy to be out of the mill and on their way home. 

Matt stayed silent. 
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Chapter 5 Discussion Questions 
 
K – 2nd Grade 
Pretend you are hiding in the storage closet with the children. How would 
you feel? 
 
Do you think the children will go back to the mill? Why or why not? 
 
3rd & 4th Grade 
Make an inference: Why is Amanda so upset on the way back from the 
mill? Use evidence from the text to support your answer. 
 
What did the children hear from the men in the mill? Why is it important? 
 
5th & 6th Grade 
The author uses foreshadowing at the end of this chapter to give the 
reader a sense of what’s coming. Where is the foreshadowing and what 
does it lead the reader to believe? 
 
Make a prediction: What do you think will happen next? Do you think the 
items the children discovered will have any significance in the story? Why 
or why not? 
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Chapter 6 
The Treehouse 

 
They paddled as hard as they could and pulled up to the 

boathouse pier at 4:20 with ten minutes to spare. The 

carpenters were putting the finishing touches on the asphalt 

roof of the boathouse. They had gotten pretty far that day, and 

the older carpenter put his hammer down and wiped his brow 

with a blue bandana from his pocket. 

“There you are,” he said, studying the five kids, “and I see 

you brought along some extra help. The more the merrier, I 

always say.” 

He hesitated for just a second and then added, “By the way, 

your mom was looking for the two of you around noon, and I 

told her about our deal. She seemed okay with it, but I think 

you still need to check in with her as soon as possible.” 
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“Thanks,” said Erin, “we’ll be sure to talk to her at dinner.” 

Looking around, she said, “What do you want us to do first?” 

As the carpenter explained their job, Erin inspected the 

new boathouse closely. They roughed in the walls with plywood 

siding. The back of the boathouse butted up to the secret 

tunnel entrance that led to Annabelle’s basement. She and Kim 

had used the tunnel to escape the fire that burned down the 

original boathouse last month. 

“That’s quite a tunnel you folks have there!” the carpenter 

commented. “Is that where you found the treasure?” 

“You know about the treasure?” exclaimed Kim. She had 

come up behind them while the carpenter was speaking. 

“Sure, I do—everybody in town does. It was big news when 

it happened. The whole town was talking about it. By the way, 

your friend Annabelle, well Miss Peterson—she made sure to 

emphasize the Miss—dropped by and left you a present. And 

from what I hear, she owes you two a lot more than just a few 

cookies.” 

“Annabelle doesn’t owe us a thing!” exclaimed Erin, her 

hands on her hips. 
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The carpenter didn’t respond; he just walked over to the 

neatly stacked pile of lumber and lifted a white, lace towel 

displaying a pile of chocolate chip cookies on a large, silver 

platter. 

“There might be a few cookies missing.” he quickly added. 

“The boys and I got a little hungry this afternoon.” 

“Thanks, Mister,” said Kim, reaching down and grabbing 

two of them, “I’m starving.” 

“No reason to call me Mister anymore,” said the carpenter. 

“We’re partners in this project now. My name is Don Moore, 

and that one over there is my oldest son, Johnny, and the other 

one is his little brother, Jimmy.”  

As he spoke, he pointed his hammer at his two sons. They 

both looked up during the introductions and nodded when he 

said their names. 

“Interesting. Your name is Don, too,” said Erin. “We just 

met two carpenters named Dan and Don this afternoon. Do 

you know them?” 

“If you’re talking about Dan and Don Martin from Martin 

Development, you bet I know them. And if I were you kids, I 

would stay as far away from those two shady characters as I 
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could. And the rest of their crew as well. They aren’t very well-

liked or respected in River’s End.” 

Erin thought about what the carpenter said and then 

replied, “Well, anyway, my name is Erin, and she’s my little 

sister, Kim. And these three are Matt, Amanda, and Becky.” 

She pointed at each one individually during the 

introductions. 

“Do you know Billy, who works as a real estate broker?’ 

she asked innocently. 

“My Lord!” exclaimed Don. “Do you know every shady 

character in River’s End? He is the president of his real estate 

company. He only got to be president of his company because 

his family created the business. I suggest you stay away from 

him as well.” 

He looked very concerned and stared into Erin’s eyes. 

“You hear me, young lady? You stay away from those folks. 

They are bad news.” 

Erin just smiled and answered, “Yes, sir.” 

“OK then. Now that the introductions are all out of the 

way, let’s get to work,” said Don. He looked back at his sons 
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who were already carrying lumber over to the stand of willow 

trees where they were going to build the treehouse. 

Before Don followed them, he explained again to the five 

kids what they had to do. When he was sure they were doing it 

right, he followed his two sons over to the clump of willow trees 

and got to work. 

 The next hour flew by, and before the kids knew it, all of 

the scraps were neatly piled in an open area where they could 

be burned. 

“Whew!” exclaimed Erin, wiping her brow. “That was 

quite a job!” 

She and the other four walked over to the clump of willows 

where the carpenters were pounding away. They had already 

built the treehouse deck about fifteen feet up in the trees. The 

deck supports spanned between three different willow trees 

and formed a triangle. There was an opening in the bottom on 

one of the trees. The carpenters nailed wooden ladder rungs to 

the tree so the kids could climb through the deck opening and 

onto the treehouse floor. Matt quickly climbed up the ladder, 

stuck his head through the deck opening, and looked at the 

three carpenters. 
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“Wow!” he exclaimed. “This is so cool. Can I come up 

here?” 

“Sure,” answered Jimmy, “but be careful and stay away 

from the edge. We haven’t put up the railings yet.” 

“Let me come up there,” cried Becky. 

“No! Big sisters get to go first.” said Amanda. 

“No, me next!” pleaded Kim. 

Erin just stood back with her hands on her hips, watching 

the three of them squabble over who would be next to go up. 

Matt scampered up the ladder, onto the deck, and stood there 

looking down at the four of them. 

“I think Erin should be the next up here,” he said with a 

smile. “She’s the only one not arguing.” 

Amanda glared, first at Matt and then at Erin. She was 

obviously jealous and wasn’t even trying to hide it. In a huff, 

Amanda pushed her way past the younger kids and started up 

the ladder. When she climbed through the deck opening, she 

forgot all about her jealously and looked around in complete 

surprise. 

“Wow!” she exclaimed. “This is really cool!” 
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“No more than two at a time,” said Don, “at least until we 

get the handrails put up here. Give us another twenty minutes, 

and the treehouse will be all yours. We got it done quicker than 

I thought we would.” 

While the carpenters were finishing, the kids took turns—

two at a time—climbing up and exploring the view. It took the 

carpenters a little longer to put the finishing touches on the 

structure, but after about 45 minutes, they came down and 

declared it ready for all the kids to go up and occupy their new 

treehouse. 

“You kids did a wonderful job cleaning up the job site,” 

declared Don, inspecting their work. “I’m going to miss your 

help the rest of the week.” 

“No, you won’t,” said Erin. “A deal is a deal. We’ll help 

you every day until the boathouse is all completed.” 

She looked around the group, and they all nodded in 

agreement. 

“Well, thank you,” answered Don reaching down and 

grabbing one more cookie from the dwindling pile. “We’ll see 

you all here tomorrow afternoon at 4:30 sharp.” 
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With that, he and his sons grabbed their tools and headed 

back up the path toward their pickup truck. 

“If you guys want to, I’ll ask my mom if you can all stay for 

supper,” said Erin turning to Amanda, Becky, and Matt. “I’m 

sure it will be alright.” 

“Besides, we need to discuss what happened at the mill. 

I’ve got a lot of information I need to tell you about,” she 

added. 

“I can probably stay,” said Matt. “I’ve got off tonight at the 

drugstore. I’ll just need to call my mom to get an ‘OK.’” 

“If he can stay, then so can we,” said Amanda pulling her 

cell phone out of her back pocket. She speed dialed her dad at 

his office and then walked a short distance away. After a quick 

conversation with him, she came back over to the group. “It’s 

okay; we just have to be home by nine.” 

“Yeah!” said Becky and Kim simultaneously. 

Matt asked if he could use Amanda’s phone to call his 

mom, and while he was getting permission, Erin ran up to the 

house and got an ‘OK’ from her mom for them all to stay over 

for supper. When she returned from the house, the four kids 

were all up in the new treehouse sitting in a circle, chatting and 
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laughing about something. Amanda was doing most of the 

talking, of course, but all of them seemed to be in a happy 

mood. 

While she was at home, Erin had taken the time to grab 

her cell phone, and as she emerged from the woods, she 

looked at the screen and then put it in her pocket. 

“Hey, Amanda,” she called up from down below, “did you 

send me those pictures yet?” 

“No,” Amanda answered. “I’ll do it now. What’s your 

number again?” 

She pulled her phone out, brought up the pictures, typed 

in Erin’s number, and hit the send button. 

“Don’t forget to send them to me, too,” added Matt. 

To Erin, Amanda seemed to be in a much better mood 

than she was before. She appeared all bubbly and chatty again. 

Erin climbed up to the treehouse platform and sat down with 

the group. They all looked at her with anticipation, waiting for 

her to speak. 

“Well?” said Kim after a short pause. “What’s all this 

mystery stuff? Matt told us you needed to tell us what you heard 
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those men say. We heard most of it, but some of what they said 

was too quiet for us to hear.” 

“I’ll tell you, But first, I need to swear you all to secrecy,” 

Erin answered, and then she looked directly at Amanda. 

“Especially you and Becky.” 

Amanda glared. “What? Why are you singling Becky and 

I out? And why isn’t Matt included in your secrecy pact?” 

“He is,” said Erin, “but your dad is the mayor of River’s 

End, and you can’t tell him anything about this yet.” She 

hesitated for just a moment. “That is, until we solve the 

mystery.” 

“I do love a good mystery,” replied Amanda. “Okay, we 

swear to keep your secret.” 

“It’s not just my secret; it will be all of ours,” replied Erin. 

Amanda looked at Becky and cocked her head. After what 

seemed like a lifetime—but was really only a few seconds—

Becky finally nodded her head.  

“Okay. I agree, too,” Becky said. 

“Good,” Erin replied, and then she told them everything 

she had heard the three men say in the hallway at the mill. 



The Old Coontz Mill: Hidden Hollow Five Series (Contest Version) Copyright © 2021 James R. Lewis    Youth Inspired Publishing, LLC 
 

 83 

“So, there was a will!” exclaimed Amanda. “My dad was 

right. We should tell him about it as soon as possible before 

they start destroying our park.” 

“We can’t, Amanda,” said Matt. “What proof do we have? 

The broker said he destroyed the copy of the will, and if we say 

anything, it will be the word of three adults against a bunch of 

kids.” 

Amanda started to argue, but before she could make a 

good argument, Erin cut in. 

“Matt’s right,” she said, “we have no proof without the 

original will.” 

“But the original will is gone,” said Becky. 

Erin paused and looked at each of the other four kids, one 

at a time. She had a smile on her face and was biting her lower 

lip—a look that Kim knew all too well. It was the telltale sign of 

a new plot or scheme. 

“We are going to find the original will and take it to your 

dad,” Erin said with emphasis on the ‘we.’ “Before they start 

any construction.” 

It was Kim’s turn to add to the conversation. “But they said 

the original will was destroyed in the office fire.” 
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“No,” Erin corrected, “the broker thought it was destroyed 

in the office fire. The two carpenters figured it might be in the 

mill.” She paused for effect. “And I think it might be there 

also.” 

Erin’s phone signaled that she had received a text message. 

She pulled her phone out of her pocket and noted that 

Amanda’s text of the building plans had come through. She 

opened the text message and made sure that all twelve pages 

had downloaded to her phone. 

“Good!” she stated. “Now that I’ve got the pictures, I’m 

going to see if Dad can print these for me on the large printer 

in his office. My dad’s an architect, and he has a plan printer in 

his office up at the house. He should be glad to do it. He’s 

always trying to get Kim and I interested in architecture.” 

They spent the next half hour going over strategies about 

where the will might be hidden in the mill. The most obvious 

place was in the office, and they decided there could be a secret 

panel in the floor or wall. 

“Maybe there’s an attic in the mill?” suggested Matt. “I 

don’t remember seeing one, but then again, I wasn’t looking 
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for one, either. Does anyone remember seeing one in the 

access door room?” 

They all shook their heads no. 

“Okay then,” said Matt, “just because nobody remembers 

one doesn’t mean there wasn’t one, right? I sure wish we had 

that set of blueprints here with us.” 

“Well, we don’t have them, and probably never will 

because the Martin brothers took the plans with them. 

Remember?” said Kim. 

She looked over at Erin for confirmation. 

Erin just nodded her head and then added, holding up her 

cell phone, “But we have the next best thing with Amanda’s 

pictures.” 

Amanda smiled. 

“Well, we had better get up to the house for dinner,” 

declared Erin. “I told my mom we would be home in an hour, 

and the hour is up. So, let’s go!” 

With that, they all exited their new treehouse and headed 

up the path to Erin and Kim’s house. 
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Chapter 6 Discussion Questions 
 
K – 2nd Grade 
What do you think the treehouse looks like? Use describing words and 
draw a picture. 
 
What is the mystery that the children are trying to solve? 
 
3rd & 4th Grade 
What did we learn about the characters from the mill? 
 
Do you think that going back to the mill is a good idea? Why or why not? 
 
5th & 6th Grade 
Which of the children do you think is the bravest? Support your reasoning 
with evidence from the text. 
 
Make a prediction: Where is the will hidden? Do you think the children 
will find the will?
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Chapter 7 
The Plan 

 
The next morning, Erin and Kim were up at the crack of 

dawn. They made their bed, picked up their room, and raced 

each other to the kitchen. It seemed as if the early morning race 

to the kitchen was becoming a ritual for them. When they burst 

into the kitchen, Dad was sitting, drinking a cup of coffee, and 

reading his paper. 

“My, you two are up awfully early,” he commented. He 

quickly added, “Did you pick up your room and make your 

bed?” 

They both nodded and then grabbed some bowls, cereal, 

and juice for breakfast. 

Dad waited until they had grabbed their stuff and then 

cleared his throat loudly. They both stopped dead in their 
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tracks and looked where he was nodding his head. There, on 

the corner of the table, were two sets of neatly-stacked plans. 

“I printed those for you two after you went to bed last 

night,” he stated. “It’s good to see you so interested in 

architecture.” 

“How cool!” they both said at the same time. 

They put their breakfast down, raced over to the plans, and 

started leafing through them, from the cover to the last page. 

The prints were clear, and the detailing was better than the 

original drawings. 

“How did you get these so clear?” asked Kim. 

“I fed the pictures into my drafting software, and the 

software digitally transferred them into a modern set of 

architectural drawings. By the way, you never did say where you 

got pictures of the original blueprints of the Coontz Mill.” 

Their dad looked at each of them questioningly. 

Erin jumped in before Kim could spill the beans and said, 

“Amanda had them on her phone. She must have gotten them 

from her father. He’s the mayor of River’s End, you know.” 

She said that last bit in a pretty close imitation of Amanda’s 

sing-song voice. Kim giggled at Erin’s imitation. 
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Dad held his hand up and answered, “Yes, yes, I know. I 

must have heard that four or five times from her at supper last 

night.” Changing the subject, he asked, “What are you two 

planning to do today?” 

“We thought we might hang out in our treehouse and 

watch the carpenters build the new boathouse. Amanda, 

Becky, and Matt said they would stop by and spend the day 

with us. We might even take the canoes out and go into River’s 

End.” 

“Well, then I had better pack you two lunch.” 

The two girls spun around at the sound of their mom’s 

voice. 

“You missed lunch yesterday,” she paused, ensuring she 

had the girls’ attention. “And I don’t care what you say. Cookies 

are not an adequate lunch for either of you.”  

For the next half hour, they ate breakfast and asked a 

million questions about the plans in front of them. Erin asked 

about an attic, and their dad said that there might be one above 

the upper maintenance access room. He said that there was a 

possibility of one over the office, bathroom, and storage area, 

but he wasn’t sure. He said access to attic storage usually 
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required an opening called a scuttle, but he didn’t see one. He 

figured that if there was a scuttle, the original architect more 

than likely didn’t detail it on the plans and let the carpenters 

decide where best to put it. 

As they studied the plans, their dad leaned in closer to the 

set and declared, “Well, now, take a look at this.” 

He pointed his finger at the office and said, “There’s a trap 

door here on the floor of the office, over near the north corner. 

I hadn’t noticed that before, but then again, I only glanced at 

these plans before now.” 

Erin and Kim gave each other a knowing look. 

Kim was the first to speak, “It must be hidden under that 

desk or the filing cabinets!” 

“Ouch!” she screeched, bending down and grabbing her 

ankle where Erin had just given her a swift kick. 

“Oh, sorry,” said Erin, “I must have stepped on your foot 

by accident.” 

She glared down at Kim, and Kim finally realized what she 

had just said. 
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“I mean, if they had filing cabinets and a desk in there,” 

Kim added when she stood back up. “Does it show where that 

trap door goes?” 

Their dad cocked his head, looked at each of them 

strangely, and then answered. “No, there is no notation made 

by the original architect. If this building were a house from the 

late eighteen hundreds instead of a retail business, I would 

surmise that it led to a fruit cellar or maybe even a hideout from 

bandits or attacks. Because this is a retail business, I have no 

clue where it leads—probably just a storage basement or 

something like that.” 

“Thanks, Dad,” said Erin, rolling up the plans and stuffing 

them into her backpack. “That was truly interesting.” 

“Yes, it was,” added Kim, grabbing the bagged lunches off 

the counter and following Erin to the door. 

“I enjoyed talking about architecture with you two,” replied 

Dad as the two kids charged through the door and out into the 

backyard. “We should do this again sometime…” His voice 

trailed off as the screen door slammed shut. 

Erin and Kim never heard their dad’s remark; they were 

too busy racing across the backyard and down the path to the 
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boathouse. Along the way, they saw that the carpenters’ truck 

was parked in the same place as it was yesterday, and as they 

got closer to the landing, they could hear the pounding of the 

carpenters’ hammers. 

“My, you two are up awfully early,” Don commented when 

they emerged from the woods. “You going to do some more 

exploring today?” 

“Yup,” answered Kim as the two of them raced over to the 

treehouse.  

They climbed to the top and were surprised to find Matt 

already up there waiting for them. He was leaning back against 

the tree with his hands behind his head. 

“Amanda called me this morning and said she would be 

here about now,” he said to no one in particular. “So, I figure 

she and Becky will be here in a couple of minutes.” 

“Great!” replied Erin. “My dad printed up the plans for us 

last night.” 

She retrieved them from her backpack, unrolled the plan 

set, and placed them on the floor in front of Matt. He picked 

up one of the sets and started paging through. 
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“These are way better than the set we found in the office,” 

he remarked. 

“Yup,” agreed Erin. “My dad ran Amanda’s photos 

through some drafting software, and the software enhanced the 

originals and updated them into architectural drawings.” 

“That’s pretty cool,” replied Matt. 

“What’s pretty cool?” asked Amanda as she popped her 

head through the opening in the floor. 

The question startled the daylights out of the three of them. 

Intently studying the plans, Matt, Erin, and Kim hadn’t noticed 

Amanda and Becky paddling up to the dock or even their 

approach to the treehouse. 

“Take a look at these plans,” said Matt, handing Amanda 

one of the sets as she and Becky got up into the treehouse. 

She took the plans and studied them for a couple of 

minutes before Matt broke her concentration. “What I was 

saying when you came up the ladder was how cool it was the 

way Erin and Kim’s dad enhanced the drawings, so that they 

were even clearer than the original set of plans. The faded set 

of originals don’t show as many details as the enhanced 

drawings do.” 
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“And there’s a trap door in the floor of the office!” blurted 

out Kim. She could barely contain herself and was just waiting 

for the opportunity to mention the trap door they had 

discovered with their dad. 

Both Amanda and Matt turned to the floor plans section, 

which showed the office, loading dock, and bathroom area of 

the mill. Sure enough, a trap door was drawn on the floor where 

the desk was currently placed. They could see the hinges on 

one side of it, and the hasp on the other side. 

“Did your dad say where it goes?” asked Matt. 

Kim was the first to respond. She had a serious look on her 

face. “He said it was probably put there so that the people could 

hide from bandits or attacks from new settlers.” 

“No, he didn’t,” scoffed Erin, “what he said was if this were 

a house, it would be a fruit cellar or a hideout from bandits or 

settlers. He said because it was a business, he had no idea what 

was down there.” 

“What’s a hasp?” interrupted Becky. 

 Erin thought for a moment and then replied. “I’ll use the 

trap door as an example. A hasp has two parts—a piece of flat 

metal is attached to the trap door and it’s about six inches long 
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by two inches wide with a slit in it. The second part is a metal 

loop fastened to the floor. When the hasp closes over the loop, 

the loop goes through the slit in the hasp. A padlock is inserted 

through the loop and locked. When you take off the lock and 

lift the hasp away from the loop, you can grab the hasp like a 

handle and pull open the trap door.” 

 She looked at Becky and then at the three of them to be 

sure they all understood. When they didn’t have any more 

questions she said, “Now, where was I?”  

She hesitated in thought for a moment. “Oh yeah. I asked 

my dad about an attic, and he said there were only a few places 

where there could be an attic. One would be above the access 

door room, which he called the ‘upper wheel maintenance 

access room,’ and the other place would be above the office 

and bathroom area.” 

“Did he say how we could get in them?” asked Becky. 

“He said the original architect didn’t draw on the plans how 

to get in—if they even exist,” answered Kim. “He said if there 

were a skittle, the architect would probably have left that up to 

the carpenters to decide.” 



The Old Coontz Mill: Hidden Hollow Five Series (Contest Version) Copyright © 2021 James R. Lewis    Youth Inspired Publishing, LLC 
 

 96 

“That’s a scuttle, Kim. Not ‘skittle,” giggled Erin. “A scuttle 

is an opening into an attic; Skittle is a candy.” 

They all laughed at that, and Kim quickly added, “I like 

Skittles, and that makes me hungry!” 

They spent the next hour discussing the drawings and 

planning what they were going to do next. Almost everyone 

decided they would go back to the mill and explore some of 

their theories and see where the trap door went. The one 

person that didn't agree was Amanda. She had reasoned that it 

was ‘just too dangerous’ after almost getting caught by ‘those 

bad men’ the day before. 

She was quickly overruled by the other four. 

 Erin surmised that the trap door was the key to the whole 

mystery. She was pretty sure that the space beneath the trap 

door held Coontz’s will. 

Matt had a completely different line of thought. He figured 

that if there was an attic in the building, it would be the logical 

place for the will to be stored because it would be warm and 

dry, versus under the floor where it would be cool and damp. 

Kim and Becky decided to explore the trap door with Erin, 

and Amanda said she would stick with Matt. When Matt heard 
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that he would be alone with Amanda, he quickly volunteered 

the idea that they should all stick together and explore the areas 

one at a time. 

They all agreed to the plan and got ready to set out for the 

Coontz Mill. 



The Old Coontz Mill: Hidden Hollow Five Series (Contest Version) Copyright © 2021 James R. Lewis    Youth Inspired Publishing, LLC 
 

 98 

Chapter 7 Discussion Questions 
 
K – 2nd Grade 
What does it mean to ‘explore’ something? Do you like exploring? 
 
What items do you think the children need to bring when they explore the 
mill? 
 
3rd & 4th Grade 
If you were a character in this story, what area of the mill would you want 
to explore and why? 
 
What did Erin and Kim learn from their father? Why is this important? 
 
5th & 6th Grade 
Matt and Erin have different plans for when they return to the mill. 
Compare and contrast their ideas. Whose ideas do you prefer and why? 
 
Matt ends up changing his plan from going by himself to wanting to go 
with the group. Why do you think this is? 
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Chapter 8 
The Exploration 

 
They loaded up the canoes with supplies for the adventure. 

Matt included his backpack, which he had brought with him 

from home. 

“What’s in the backpack?” asked Kim. 

“Not much,” answered Matt, “just some things I thought 

we might need to explore the old mill if we decided to go back 

there.” 

He opened the backpack and showed everyone what was 

inside. There was a rope, a crowbar, a flashlight, a can of WD-

40, a roll of duct tape, and some sandwiches. 

“My mom made me bring sandwiches for everyone,” he 

said, a hint of embarrassment in his voice. “And one of my 

dad’s favorite phrases is: ‘If it can’t be fixed with WD-40 and 

duct tape, it can’t be fixed.’ So, I included them, too.” 
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“Good thinking,” remarked Erin, “and our mom made 

Kim and I bring along some sandwiches, too!” 

As she spoke, she held up the bag lunches that their mom 

had given them. Amanda and Becky reached into their 

backpacks and pulled out their lunches as well. 

“I guess all our moms think alike,” said Amanda, “and your 

mom is so nice, Matt. She is so thoughtful.” 

She hesitated for just a second, looked at Kim and Erin, 

and quickly added, “Not that your mom isn’t nice, too. She was 

so sweet at dinner last night and funny, too.” 

They gathered everything and finished loading up the 

canoes. Just before they were about to launch, Erin looked over 

at the three carpenters and promised them that they would be 

back by in time to clear the job site. 

“I’m sorry. I can’t help,” said Matt. “I have to work in my 

dad’s drugstore at 5:00 tonight. My dad has me working there 

almost every evening in the summer. So, you guys will just have 

to leave me in town when you head back.” 

“That’s alright,” said Don before anyone could say 

anything to Matt. He looked over at his two sons and added, 

“Family business should always come first—right boys?” 
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“But the rest of us will be here,” Erin quickly cut in. “Right, 

gang?” 

The other three nodded their heads in agreement. 

With that, they all got into the canoes and started paddling 

toward River’s End. Matt sat in the middle between Erin and 

Kim again and helped out by relieving Kim of some of her 

paddling duties. Although Kim was a strong paddler and didn’t 

need to be relieved, she also liked to lean back in the sun and 

‘enjoy the ride,’ so she was ready and willing to let Matt take 

over for her any time he wanted. 

Amanda was the only one doing all of the talking, again, as 

she pointed out more sights along the route. She didn’t seem 

to notice that some of them were the same sights that she had 

pointed out the day before, and she didn’t seem to care that no 

one was really listening; she just kept on talking away. As they 

passed by the outer part of River’s End, she pointed out Matt’s 

father’s drugstore and the city hall again. 

Pulling up to the mill, they parked their canoes behind the 

paddlewheel at the back of the building. To avoid detection, 

they made sure their canoes were totally out of sight. Erin and 

Matt scouted around the building to ensure that no one—
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especially the Martin brothers and the real estate broker—was 

sneaking in the shadows. When they determined it was safe, 

Matt and Erin came back to the other three and told them that 

the coast was clear. They started climbing up the wheel to the 

trap door. They were followed closely by Kim and Becky, with 

Amanda reluctantly following up in the rear. 

When Matt reached the access door, he gave it a shove, 

but it didn’t open. It seemed different this time. Matt thought 

it was locked rather than just stuck. He gave it a good kick, but 

it didn’t budge. 

“Let’s try it together,” suggested Erin, “like we did last 

time.” 

She put her shoulder against the access door, and Matt 

leaned back against the paddlewheel. He jumped up and gave 

the access door a solid kick, but the door didn’t budge. Matt 

put pressure against each corner of the access door. The upper 

two corners of the door didn’t budge an inch because of the 

hinges, but the bottom two corners did move a little. Something 

was holding it solidly at the bottom near the middle of the door. 

Erin tried the same thing and said, “I think those men 

locked this door when they were up here. I saw the one called 
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Dan looking out at us yesterday as we paddled around that 

bend in the river.” 

As she spoke, she pointed to the bend in the river that they 

took yesterday. Matt followed her gesture and nodded. 

“I saw him staring at us, too,” he said quietly. “I just didn’t 

want to say anything at the time because I wasn’t sure you guys 

saw him, and I didn’t want to alarm anyone.” 

“What’s going on up there?” asked Kim, standing just 

below them. 

“Yeah, what’s the hold-up?” asked Becky. 

“The trap door is locked,” answered Erin. “We’re just 

trying to figure out what we need to do next.” 

“Well, that’s that,” stated Amanda. “I’ll bet that awful man 

locked it after he stood there staring at us from up here.” 

“You saw him?!” exclaimed Matt. 

“I did, too,” said Kim. 

“Me too,” said Becky. 

Matt looked at Erin and shrugged his shoulders. “Well, so 

much for secrecy,” he commented. 

“I guess we start back down,” said Amanda, reaching for 

the rungs of the paddlewheel. 
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Becky and Kim started down as well, but they stopped 

when they heard Matt speak. “Wait a minute! I’ve got an idea.” 

He dug into his backpack and pulled out the crowbar he 

had packed. He placed the crowbar at the center of the access 

door and started to pull down on it. 

He stopped when he heard Amanda’s shrill voice. 

“Mathew Collins, you stop that this instant! What you’re doing 

is breaking into this building! That’s a criminal offense!”  

He looked at her, eyes pleading. “Come on, Amanda! The 

older kids have been in here many times. Heck, we were even 

in here yesterday ourselves!” 

“That makes no difference, Matt,” she exclaimed. “The 

access door wasn’t locked yesterday when we went in. Today it 

is.” 

As Amanda and Matt were arguing, Erin shifted her 

position to get a better look at them. Just as she was about to 

say something, she slipped on the rung that she was standing 

on and grabbed the crowbar to stop herself from falling. The 

lock on the access door snapped with a loud pop, and both the 

crowbar and Matt fell through the access door. 
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“You did that on purpose!” cried Amanda as Matt stuck 

his head out the door and looked down at her. 

“I’m fine,” he said, “thank you very much.” 

Erin laughed when she saw how dusty and dirty he had 

gotten by falling onto the floor of the room. The other three 

laughed as well. 

“Now we’re even,” she said, still laughing. 

Matt laughed along with them as he brushed himself off. 

He looked at Erin. “I didn’t know we were keeping score.” 

“I guess it’s too late to worry about breaking in now,” 

replied Kim as she climbed up past Erin and entered the room. 

Becky quickly followed. Erin looked down at Amanda, 

shrugged her shoulders, and climbed into the room with the 

other three. Amanda, left alone outside on the paddlewheel, 

didn’t say a word. She just climbed the rest of the way up and 

followed the others inside. 

Matt was stuffing the crowbar back into his backpack as she 

entered. 

 “Well, so much for the attic above this room,” he said, 

pointing up. 
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Looking up, they saw the open-beamed ceiling above them 

and the underside of the roof. 

“Why didn’t we notice this before?” asked Amanda after 

she had entered all the way. 

“Because we weren’t looking for it yesterday,” answered 

Erin. “Now, after studying the plans, we are more aware of what 

we’re looking for.” 

Erin inspected the access door to see what had stopped 

them from opening it. There was a shiny, new brass plunger 

lock mounted to the bottom of it. A hole was drilled in the sill 

where the stick-like piece of metal plunged into the hole. The 

wooden sill broke where the crowbar had applied pressure 

against the lock. 

She lifted the plunger lock up and down. “This is new,” she 

said. Those men must have installed it after we left yesterday.” 

“See!” cried Amanda. “We committed a crime! We’re all 

going to go to jail!” 

She paused for a second and then quickly commanded, 

“Don’t touch anything. You’ll leave fingerprints, and they will 

be able to arrest us for breaking and entering!” 
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“I doubt it,” exclaimed Erin. “There must be a bazillion 

fingerprints all over this room and all of the rooms below.” 

“Probably two bazillion,” added Matt. “And besides, we 

were in here yesterday, and we already put a bunch of 

fingerprints all over everything anyway. So just cool it and stop 

freaking out, Amanda. Okay?” 

Amanda looked around wide-eyed, and when she saw that 

the others weren’t concerned, she calmed down, took a deep 

breath, and nodded her head in agreement. 

They left the access-door room and went down the stairs 

to the lower level and into the office. It didn’t look as if anything 

was disturbed except for the missing blueprints and ledger. 

Erin walked over to the desk. “Come on, guys. Let’s get 

this thing moved over and see if there is a trapdoor below it.” 

“Before we do that, I want to check something out first,” 

said Matt. “If the plans are correct, we already know that there 

is a trap door under there.” He pointed at the desk and then at 

the ceiling. “But I want to see if there is an attic above us, too.” 

He went out into the hallway and looked up at the ceiling 

as the others followed him. There was no scuttle opening in the 

office and the hallway. He led them into the loading dock area, 
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and there was no opening in the wall leading to what should 

have been the attic. He was very discouraged at this point. 

Kim suddenly exclaimed, “I remember something! Come 

with me! I think I know where it is.” 

She left the room in a hurry with the others following 

closely behind. As she traveled down the hallway toward the 

bathroom, she said, “Matt, give me your flashlight, and Erin 

give me that key to the storage room.” 

Matt handed her the flashlight, and Erin gave her the key 

when they reached the bathroom door. Kim went in, unlocked 

the storage room, and opened the door. She shined the 

flashlight up at the ceiling. “Ta-Da!” 

There, in the beam of the flashlight, was the scuttle 

entrance to the attic. 

“I told you there was an attic!” said Matt. “How did you 

know it was in here, Kim?” 

“I noticed it when the door was open yesterday,” Kim 

answered. “I just didn’t know what it was until my dad 

described it to me this morning, and then I just didn’t think 

about it until now.” 



The Old Coontz Mill: Hidden Hollow Five Series (Contest Version) Copyright © 2021 James R. Lewis    Youth Inspired Publishing, LLC 
 

 109 

Matt started climbing the shelves. When he got to the top, 

he pushed on the piece of wood that covered the opening. It 

slid with ease into the attic. Matt went ahead and slid it to one 

side. He poked his head up into the hole, but it was just too 

dark to see anything.  

“Kim, hand me that flashlight,” he said, lowering himself 

back out of the hole and reaching down. 

Kim handed it to him, and he reentered the attic hole and 

shined it around. 

“There’s not much up here,” he called down, not hiding 

the disappointment in his voice, “just some old, rusted junk and 

a couple of boxes.” 

“What’s in the boxes?” Erin called. 

“I’ll check,” Matt called back.  

He climbed into the attic and disappeared from view. They 

could hear him rummaging around, and just as Erin was about 

to lose her patience and climb up after him, Matt’s head 

reappeared in the scuttle hole. 

“The first box has a bunch of old machine parts in it. They 

look like they could be parts of old office equipment or 
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something. The second box was more of a trunk than a box. It 

didn’t have a lot in it, but it did have this.” 

He slid a metal container out over the opening so everyone 

could see it.  

They all stared at the box, and Becky was the first to speak 

up. “What’s in it?” 

Matt shook it, and they all could hear something rattling 

around in it. “I don’t have a clue,” he answered. “It’s locked 

tight. But it’s light, and it sounds like there are papers in it.” 

He grinned down at the four of them and quickly added, 

“It could even be the will.” 

“How about trying Erin’s key on it?” suggested Kim, holding 

the key up for everyone to see. 

“Nah, the hole’s way too small,” answered Matt. 

“One of you catch this!” he called out. “I’m coming down.” 

He tossed the box down to Erin, who caught it. The four 

girls examined it while he climbed back down. The box had a 

brass hasp, which wrapped over the metal box's lip and locked 

securely into the front panel. It was painted with floral scrolling 

in both silver and gold, and the hinges were brass. The box was 

very ornate and looked as if it was pretty expensive in its day. 
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Erin shook it, and sure enough, there was something 

lightweight inside. 

“This could be it.” Erin whispered. “The will might just be 

in there.” 

“So, what do we do now?” asked Amanda. 

“I say we take it back to the treehouse and pick the lock,” 

answered Erin. 

She looked around for confirmation, and Kim, Becky, and 

Matt all nodded their heads in agreement. Amanda was the 

only holdout. The four of them all stared at her, and she finally 

shrugged her shoulders and reluctantly nodded in agreement. 

“Why not?” Amanda sighed. “They already have us for 

breaking and entering; we may as well add robbery to the 

charges.” 

“That’s the spirit!” exclaimed Erin, playfully slapping her 

on the back while the others cheered. 

Erin tucked the box under her arm, relocked the storage 

room door, and followed the others down the hall toward the 

mill grinding room. 
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“Wait!” She called after the others. “We need to see where 

the office trap door leads before we go. Or if there even is a 

trap door.” 

Matt, Becky, and Kim eagerly turned around and came 

back to the office. Erin had already entered the room. Amanda 

hesitated for a few seconds, and then she also followed the 

others in. 

“Help me move this thing,” Erin said, inspecting the desk. 

They all got on opposite sides of the desk and lifted. Kim 

and Becky were on one side, and Amanda, Erin, and Matt took 

another side. The empty desk lifted with ease, and they slid it 

about four feet to the side. They looked down after they moved 

it and saw a trap door built into the floor—just like the drawings 

had specified. 

The trap door was locked. Matt looked up at Kim and said, 

“Hey Kim, give me that old key.” 

Kim produced the key from her pocket and handed it over 

to Matt. Matt took it, and it fit neatly into the lock.  

“Keep your fingers crossed,” he said as he turned the key. 

They all crossed their fingers and breathed a sigh of relief 

as they watched the key turn slowly in the lock. There was a 
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loud click, and the lock opened. Matt pulled the key out, 

handed it to Erin, grabbed the hasp, and pulled. The trap door 

lifted with no trouble, although it did make a noisy, squeaking 

sound as it opened. Matt let the door fall to the other side, and 

it hit the floor with a loud thud. 

He and the four girls all peered down into the dark. All 

they could see were the first three or four steep steps that 

descended into the opening. 

“It’s pretty dark down there,” stated Amanda, and then she 

quickly added, “and pretty scary, too.” 

Matt opened his backpack, pulled the flashlight back out, 

turned it on, and aimed it down the stairs. 

“Do you see anything?” asked Erin. 

Before he could answer, Erin asked Amanda if she could 

borrow her cell phone. Amanda pulled it out of her pocket and 

handed it to her. Erin took it, turned on the flashlight app, and 

pointed it into the hole to add to Matt’s flashlight beam. 

 “OK guys,” said Kim, “let’s explore.” 

“Mice or rats might be down there!” exclaimed Amanda. 

“Or, what if there’s a dead body, or spiders, or…” 
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“Who cares,” answered Becky as she took Amanda’s 

phone from Erin and started down the stairs with Kim in tow. 

When they reached the bottom, Kim shouted up, “Hey 

guys, you gotta come down here and see this!” 

Erin grabbed the metal box off the desk and started down 

the steps. As the other two came down the stairs, the room 

became much brighter—thanks to Matt’s flashlight. Becky 

slowly waved the cell phone’s light around the room. Shelves 

filled with crates covered the room on three of the four sides. 

There was also another access door on the wall behind the 

stairs, just like the one in the upper maintenance room. 

“I wonder where that goes,” said Kim, pointing at the 

access door. 

“I don’t have a clue,” answered Erin as she put the metal box 

on the floor next to the stairs. “Maybe it’s on the set of plans. We’ll 

have to look when we get home tonight.” 

Matt had already pried the tops off of several crates, and 

he turned back to the girls. “The only thing in these crates are 

more ledgers. There are dates stamped on the side of each 

crate.” 
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As he spoke, he held up one of the crates to display the 

date stamps. 

There were two or three crates that didn’t have a date 

stamp on them, so he took the crowbar and opened them. 

Inside were piles of old, yellowed paper. He reached into the 

first box and pulled out some of the sheets. They were just 

business correspondence. 

“Nothing here,” he declared, rifling through the rest of the 

paperwork in the box.  

“Nothing here, either,” chimed in both Kim and Becky, 

who were busy searching the second box. 

“And another big nothing in this one as well,” said Erin 

with a sigh as she closed the top on the third box. She couldn’t 

mask the disappointment in her voice. “I guess this room is just 

a big bust!” 

“Well, what do we have down here?” A man’s booming 

voice bellowed from the top of the stairs. 

All five of the kids froze in their tracks at the sound. 

“It’s those nosy kids from yesterday,” another voice said. 

The first man spoke again. “You kids are trespassing on 

private property!” 
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“See!” whispered Amanda. “I told you we would get into 

trouble.” 

“That’s right, Missy!” said the man. “You are in trouble.” 

Kim stepped forward with her hands on her hips and 

glared up at the faces framed in the trap door opening. “You’re 

trespassing, too! You don’t own this building yet, and if we find 

that original will, you’ll never own it.” 

Erin desperately tried to stop Kim from talking, but it was 

too late; the man heard what she said. 

“So you did hear what we said yesterday!  That just about 

changes everything, don’t you think, Dan?” 

“I want you kids to hand your cell phones up to me right 

now,” Dan commanded. “Send them up with that little girl right 

there,” he added, pointing at Becky. 

Becky climbed the stairs and handed the man Amanda’s 

cell phone. 

“We only have one cell phone,” stated Erin defiantly. 

“Now, why would five kids have only one cell phone 

between them?” asked the man to no one in particular as he 

took the phone from Becky. 
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 “Because our parents won’t let us take them out on the 

river,” answered Erin. 

“What about you, young man?” He barked at Matt. “And 

what about you two little ones? Have you got cell phones as 

well?” 

Kim and Becky shook their heads no. 

“Our parents won’t let us have a cell phone,” Kim said. 

Matt shook his head no. “I left my cell phone at home 

today.” 

As Matt was talking, the man suddenly backed up, bent 

over, grabbed the trap door, and slammed it shut. Except for 

Matt’s flashlight, the basement room became completely dark. 

The kids could hear the two men shuffling around in the room 

above them, and then they listened to the desk being dragged 

over the top of the trap door opening. Then they heard the two 

men saying something to each other as they left the room. 

Matt shined the flashlight around the room one last time 

before turning it off and plunging the room into total darkness. 

“We need to conserve battery power,” he said. 

“We’re all going to die!” cried Amanda. 
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Chapter 8 Discussion Questions 
 
K – 2nd Grade 
How do you think the children feel at the end of the chapter? 
 
What is the scariest thing that has ever happened to you? How did you 
feel? 
 
3rd & 4th Grade 
Make a prediction: What will happen to the children next? 
 
If you were one of the children, what would you have done differently 
when you came to the mill the second time? 
 
5 & 6th Grade 
As the story continues, each of the children develop stronger personalities. 
Compare and contrast the five children. Which character do you connect 
with most? Why? 
 
From descriptions about Amanda, we can infer that she is scared. What 
evidence from the text can you find to support this conclusion? 
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Chapter 9 
The Escape 

 

“Everyone stop freaking out!” shouted Erin. “Let me 

think!” 

“I’m scared,” declared Becky. 

“I’m a little scared, too,” said Kim. 

Surprisingly enough, the one who stopped talking was 

Amanda. Matt switched back on the flashlight just long enough 

to catch Amanda pushing on the trap door above. “It’s too 

heavy to open with the desk on it,” she said. “We’ve got to 

secure this trap door! Matt, give me that flashlight.” 

He did so without question, and Amanda took it and 

closely studied the underside of the trap door. Attached to the 

underside, across from the hinges, was a board that could be 

twisted to stop the trap door from being opened from above. It 

was only held by a wooden screw and didn’t look very strong 
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or secure, but it was better than nothing. She twisted the board 

into the locked position and then smiled down at the other four 

kids.  

“There!” she said. “That should hold them out of here for 

at least a little while we plan our next move.” 

“Amanda,” said Matt, a little bit in awe, “you’re so calm. I 

thought you would just be freaking out in the corner or 

something.”  

“When I heard Becky and Kim say they were scared, I 

knew I had to do something,” she replied as she started back 

down the stairs. 

When she got to the bottom, she high fived them all. 

“Matt,” she said in a strong, calm voice, “Go check out that 

access door over there.” 

He started over to the access door but was frozen in his 

tracks when Becky let out a loud, “Shhhhhhh,” quieting 

everyone down. 

“Listen,” Becky said. 

Sure enough, directly above them, they could hear a phone 

ringing. It was Amanda’s distinctive ringtone. 
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“That’s your phone, Amanda!” exclaimed Becky. “They 

must have left it there!” 

“If that is Mom or Dad, and they get worried,” said 

Amanda happily, “they will track my phone here, and they will 

rescue us!” 

She looked at Becky and smiled, “You don’t have to worry 

about it anymore, little sister! We’ll be just fine.” 

“But what if they’re still up there?” asked Becky. 

“I doubt that they are,” said Erin, “or else they would have 

turned the phone off or answered it when it started to ring.” 

The ringing stopped, and all was quiet again. Matt resumed 

the task of checking out the access door. He gave it a push, and 

it swung in and up with ease. He shined his flashlight on the 

trapdoor to do a closer inspection, then he used the hook on 

the backside of the door to hold it open. 

As the four girls watched him closely, he shined the 

flashlight into the tunnel. “Hey, guys! Look at this!” 

With that, he switched off the light, but the tunnel 

continued to stay softly lit. The five of them crowded around 

the opening to the access door and stared down the tunnel. 

About forty feet down from where they were peering in, the 
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tunnel ended and went straight up. There was a ladder attached 

to the wall disappearing toward the natural light. 

“I’m going in there,” said Matt. 

“And I’ll be right behind you,” declared Erin. 

Matt handed the flashlight over to Amanda, turned, and 

started to crawl toward the end of the tunnel with Erin close 

behind him. When he got to the end, he looked up and saw a 

metal grate at the top of the ladder with an old padlock securely 

in place, locking them in.  

Matt turned to Erin and said, “Go get my backpack.” 

Erin went back to the tunnel entrance and explained to the 

other three what they had found. Then she returned with Matt’s 

backpack and the metal box. Matt took the bag from Erin and 

removed the crowbar. He turned and climbed the ladder, 

placed the crowbar in the padlock, and pulled down on it with 

a mighty tug. The padlock snapped open, and he removed it 

and tossed it down to Erin, who caught it. 

Matt put his finger to his lips signaling Erin to be quiet as 

he carefully lifted the grate open. He stuck his head out of the 

hole and looked around. There were all kinds of gears and 

metal shafts in the space above. He was obviously in the 



The Old Coontz Mill: Hidden Hollow Five Series (Contest Version) Copyright © 2021 James R. Lewis    Youth Inspired Publishing, LLC 
 

 123 

grinding room where the grinding wheel met the paddlewheel 

shaft. He wiggled his body into the spot and closely inspected 

it. He found himself in a maintenance area. Outside of the 

gears and metal shafts, a thin metal vent was built into one of 

the four walls. 

After a quick inspection, he applied the crowbar to the 

vent, and it popped off. The vent cover fell into the grinding 

room with a loud clatter and bounced for what seemed forever 

until it came to rest on the floor below. Matt held his breath 

and listened carefully for the two men to come running into the 

room. When nobody came, he poked his head back into the 

ladder shaft and told Erin to get everyone else and meet him 

up here. 

Before Erin left, she climbed the ladder and handed Matt 

his backpack and the metal box. 

“Here,” she said, hurriedly handing them to him, “take 

these.” 

She quickly went back down, got everyone, and ushered 

them into the maintenance area. 

When they emerged from the tunnel, Matt was nowhere to 

be seen. “Matt?” Erin whispered. 
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He poked his head out of the vent smiling at them and said, 

“Come on! Let’s get the heck out of here!” 

He helped the four girls through the opening and then 

showed them where to climb to get down to the grinding room 

floor. 

When they were all safely down, Amanda said, “Come on, 

let’s go!” 

They quickly rushed up the stairs to the mechanical access 

room and exited the paddlewheel's access door. Amanda led 

the way and helped Becky and Kim out onto the paddlewheel 

first. Matt waited for Erin to go, but she stopped, looked back 

toward the door, and then turned toward Matt. She shoved the 

metal box into his arms. 

“You go ahead and make sure they’re all safely in the 

canoes. Then wait for me,” she said. “I’ve got something to do 

first.” 

Matt started to protest, but she didn’t wait for him to finish. 

She just rushed out the door and down the steps. When Erin 

got to the bottom of the stairs, she listened carefully before 

proceeding across the grinding room and into the hallway. She 

entered the office and spotted Amanda’s cell phone lying on 
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top of the roll-top desk. She grabbed it and started for the door 

but stopped abruptly. 

She could hear voices from the loading dock, and they 

were getting closer to the hallway door by the second. Erin 

broke into a run and disappeared at the end of the hallway into 

the grinding room, just as the loading dock door opened. She 

immediately crept across the grinding room toward the stairs. 

She could hear the two men talking as if they were in the 

grinding room with her, but they had entered the office instead. 

“What are we going to do with those brats?” asked one of 

the men. 

Erin started quietly up the stairs as the second man began 

to answer. 

“We’ve got to shut them up somehow,” he answered. 

“They know too much. We’ve got way too much invested in 

this project for…” 

He paused for a second and exclaimed. “What the… 

Didn’t you put that phone on the desk like I told you to do?” 

“Yeah, it’s right here,” answered the first man. 

There was a short pause as the two men quickly searched 

the desk. Erin stayed close to the wall to minimize any creaking 
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of the stairs. She could hear the desk slide back and the two 

men grunt as they tried to lift the trap door. 

“It’s locked,” one of them said. “How did that happen?” 

Just as he was speaking, Amanda’s phone started to ring 

again. To Erin, it sounded like it was on a loudspeaker. She 

stuffed the phone in her pocket and raced up the rest of the 

stairs. She quickly crossed the mechanical access room to the 

access door and exited the room. Just before the access door 

slammed shut, she heard the two men racing up the stairs. 

She was about halfway down the paddlewheel when the 

access door flew open. 

The man named Dan yelled, “Get back up here, you brat!” 

“Yeah, sure I will,” said Erin with a smile on her face. 

She quickly climbed down the rest of the way and got into 

her canoe, waiting at the paddlewheel's base. The five kids 

looked up at the two men who were staring at them from the 

access door and paddled furiously until they were around the 

bend and finally safe. When they reached the center of town, 

Matt had them pull over to the shore. 

“Whew,” he exclaimed. “That was a close one!” 
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“It sure was,” said Kim. “Who knows what those men 

might have done to us if we hadn’t escaped from that basement 

room.” 

“I heard them talking about our fate,” said Erin hesitantly, 

“when I went back for Amanda’s phone.” 

“Well?” prompted Amanda impatiently. 

“They said they had to figure out some way to shut us up,” 

Erin stated simply. “I didn’t stick around long enough to hear 

what they were planning on doing because they noticed right 

away that your phone was no longer on the desk. And when 

your phone rang while I was on the stairs, I had to hightail it 

out of there! The rest you all saw when I got out and came down 

to the canoes.” 

They all paused looking at each other and it was Matt who 

broke the silence. 

“Well, I still say that was a close one. And I also still have 

to work tonight at my dad’s store.” He paused, looking at them. 

“Erin, can you give me a call at the store later tonight when you 

get that box open and tell me what’s in there?” 

Erin nodded. Matt helped them push off, and the four girls 

paddled quickly to the boathouse landing. 
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Chapter 9 Discussion Questions 
 
K – 2nd Grade 
Why were the two men angry at the children? 
 
What happened to Amanda’s phone? 
 
3rd & 4th Grade 
Make a prediction: Who do you think was calling Amanda’s phone? Do 
you think this will be important to the rest of the story? 
 
In this chapter, Erin went back into the mill to get Amanda’s phone. Do 
you think this was a smart decision? Why or why not? 
 
5th & 6th Grade 
Make a prediction: What will the children find in the box? 
 
Compare the positives of entering the mill the second time to the 
negatives. Do you think the positives outweigh the negatives, or vice versa? 
Argue your stance with evidence from the text. 
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Chapter 10 
The Box 

 

When the girls arrived at the landing, they immediately 

began helping the carpenters clean up the job site as promised. 

Even though they were still a little shaken up by the incident at 

the mill, they didn’t speak about it in front of the carpenters. 

When they were finally finished cleaning up the wood 

scraps, the girls climbed into the treehouse where they carefully 

inspected the metal box. 

The box was well built and had a sturdy, shiny lock 

attached. There was a keyhole, but it was much too small for 

the key in Erin's pocket. Erin shook the box, and there was 

definitely something inside. It sounded as if the contents were 

papers. 

“Do you think that’s the will rattling around in there?” 

asked Kim. 
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“I don’t know,” answered Erin, “but we’re sure going to 

find out.” 

Erin grabbed a big, old, and rusty screwdriver that she had 

gotten from the stack of junk in their old boathouse. She placed 

it under the lock and was starting to pry it open when Becky 

stopped her, grabbing her arm and yelling, “Nooooooo!” 

Everybody looked at Becky. 

“Let me try to pick the lock before you destroy that 

beautiful box!” Becky exclaimed. “I’m pretty good at picking 

locks. I get Amanda’s hope chest and diary open all the time 

with just a bobby pin.” 

She pulled a bobby pin out of her hair, took the box from 

Erin, and set the box in her lap. She stopped when she realized 

what she had just said. 

“You do what?” said Amanda, breaking the silence. 

Becky looked up at her sister with an innocent look.  

“Mom and Dad always say I’m the quiet, curious one,” she 

said with a smile, “and besides, if you tell Mom and Dad, I’ll 

tell them what you have in your diary. When they hear all about 

it, they’ll ground you for a thousand years.” 
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As Becky was speaking, she was busy working on the lock 

with her bobby pin. She twisted it around, and after a few 

moments, it popped open. 

“See!” Becky exclaimed with a smile. “Easy-peasy.” 

They all crowded around Becky, trying to see what was in 

the box. Becky raised the lid to reveal the contents. Even 

Amanda, who was still very angry, got up close to peek over 

Becky’s shoulder. 

“We’ll talk about this later,” murmured Amanda. She 

turned to the others. “What’s in the box?” 

Erin reached in, pulled out a bunch of papers, and 

carefully unfolded them on the deck of the treehouse for 

everyone to see. 

“Doesn’t look like a will to me,” commented Kim. 

“It’s not,” stated Erin. “It’s an old sales slip for the roll-top 

desk and a set of drawings of the desk describing its dimensions 

and special features.” 

There was a disappointed sigh from the three girls as Erin 

spoke, and they all sat there and stared quietly at the pieces of 

paper. 

Kim was the first one to break the silence. 
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“Is Old Coontz’s will in there?” she asked. 

“Nope,” answered Becky, “just a bunch of useless, old 

papers. At least I’ve got this neat old box to take home.” 

She quickly looked around at the others, grabbed ahold of 

the box, and held it tightly to her chest. “I call dibs.” 

Erin ignored the other three as they argued and started 

paging through the desk specifications and drawings. The desk 

had cost three hundred dollars to be built to Coontz’s liking. 

The drawings were very detailed with a lot of notations. 

After a moment of careful study, she looked up at the other 

three with a big smile on her face. “I know where that will is!” 



The Old Coontz Mill: Hidden Hollow Five Series (Contest Version) Copyright © 2021 James R. Lewis    Youth Inspired Publishing, LLC 
 

 133 

Chapter 10 Discussion Questions 
 
K – 2nd Grade 
How did the children open the box? 
 
Why is Erin excited at the end of the chapter? 
 
3rd & 4th Grade 
Make a prediction: What do you think Erin discovered at the end of the 
chapter? Support your reasoning with evidence from the text. 
 
Why is finding the will so important to the children? 
 
5th & 6th Grade 
While everyone is arguing over the box, Erin uses her sleuthing skills to 
discover something about the will. Using the text to support your response, 
make an inference about what she discovered. 
 
Think about each of the children: Erin, Kim, Matt, Amanda, and Becky. 
How have they each contributed to finding the box and its contents? Make 
a list of their qualities and contributions. 
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Chapter 11 
The Return 

 

Erin carefully spread the desk plans down on the deck of 

the treehouse. The other three followed her movements and 

crowded in closer.  

“Do you see it!?” she asked. 

The three of them stared at the set of plans. There were 

detailed notes regarding an ornately decorated, secret panel 

with hinges attached to the bottom of it. The secret panel was 

located in a place you wouldn’t obviously see when looking 

inside. On page three of the plans was a note pointing to a panel 

describing the compartment's size and dimensions. Another 

note showed how to open the panel by twisting the lever and 

pulling down on it to release the lock.  
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“It must be hidden behind this panel in the secret 

compartment,” Erin declared, “and we’re going to go there 

tonight and get it.” 

“You mean we’ve got to go back there again?” cried 

Amanda, her eyes widening with horror. “Tonight?”  

She dreaded the idea of meeting up with those two men 

again, especially in the dark. 

“I’m in,” stated Kim without hesitation. 

“Me too,” followed Becky immediately behind her. 

They all looked at Amanda, waiting for her to decide what 

she was going to do.  

“Come on, Amanda,” said Erin. “The five of us started this 

mystery together, so we all need to see it through together. Are 

you in or not? We’re the Hidden Hollow Five—Mystery 

Solvers Extraordinaire!” 

Amanda, Kim, and Becky all smiled at the name Erin had 

cooked up for their group. It had a catchy ring to it. 

“The Hidden Hollow Five,” repeated Kim. “I like it. And 

this treehouse can be our official clubhouse.” 

“Well?” asked Erin, staring at Amanda. 
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Amanda looked at the three of them and hesitated for only 

a second or two, but it seemed like forever to the other three 

girls. 

“I guess so,” she said, “but why tonight? And what about 

Matt? Remember, we’re the Hidden Hollow Five, not four.” 

“It has to be at night,” answered Erin. “Those men won’t 

be there at night since they were already there today and 

probably think we are too scared to return. We’ll call Matt and 

have him meet us when he gets off of work.”  

“So,” she continued, “Amanda, why not tonight?” 

It didn’t take long for them to start planning for the night’s 

adventure. 

They all agreed to go immediately after dinner, so they 

spent the next half hour deciding what they needed to bring 

with them on their nighttime adventure. After calling Matt and 

briefly explaining what they discovered, he agreed to come after 

work and meet them at the mill by 7:15.  

“Okay, we’re all set,” stated Erin ending the call. “We meet 

back here at 6:30 and Matt will meet us at the mill by 7:15.” 

They said their goodbyes and all headed home for dinner. 
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At dinner, Erin and Kim asked their mom and dad if they 

could go on an evening canoe trip with Amanda and Becky. 

“I don’t like you two going out on the river when it’s getting 

dark,” said their mom. 

“Oh please!” pleaded Erin and Kim together.  

“It doesn’t even get dark until nine o’clock, and besides, 

the summer is almost over,” said Erin. “And in a couple of 

weeks, we have to go to that new school. The only kids we know 

are Becky, Amanda, and Matt. And they’re going to go with us. 

Please, please, please…” 

“I guess it’s OK with me,” said Dad. “What do you think, 

Laurie? There’s going to be five of them out there.” 

Laurie thought for a moment and then slowly nodded in 

agreement. “As long as you all follow the safety rules we taught 

you and are back no later than 9:00 when it’s dark.”  

“Yeah!” yelled Erin and Kim together, and before either 

Mom or Dad could change their minds or say anything more, 

they jumped up, gave their parents a hug, and ran out the door. 

“You two make sure to observe those safety rules of 

canoeing when you’re out there on that river!” Dad yelled after 

Erin and Kim as they raced off the porch. 
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“We will,” they shouted back, running across the backyard 

toward the path that led to the new boathouse. 

Amanda and Becky were already waiting for them at the 

boat landing pier when they broke through the trees. Amanda 

showed them the waterproof flashlight that she had promised 

to bring along. It was a high-tech flashlight that was very bright. 

“Perfect,” said Erin. 

They launched their canoes and paddled in silence toward 

River’s End. Erin was a little surprised that Amanda was silent 

the whole trip, especially after her bubbly tour guide behavior 

on their last two trips to town. She figured that Amanda must 

be a little concerned about tonight’s adventure. 

“It will be OK, Amanda,” she said gently as they 

approached the mill. “I’ll walk around the mill when we get 

there to make sure there’s nobody around. And if there is any 

threat at all, we’ll leave immediately.” 

As soon as Erin said that, Amanda seemed to become her 

old self again. She smiled and asked, “Do you think Matt is 

already there?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t see him,” answered Erin, looking 

around the mill as they approached the paddlewheel.  
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Just as Erin finished speaking, Kim pointed in the direction 

of the mill and said, “There he is! In the shadows by the 

paddlewheel!” 

Sure enough, Matt was standing in the shadow of the old 

paddlewheel waving for them to come over and land their 

canoes. He helped them to conceal their canoes and grabbed 

both Erin's and Amanda's backpacks for them. 

“You’re late,” he said. 

“Only five minutes,” said Erin, looking at her watch. 

 “I checked all around the mill, and the coast is clear. 

There are no cars or people anywhere.” 

“That’s great,” stated Erin. Then she turned to Amanda 

and gave her a big smile. “See, Amanda, nothing to worry 

about.” 

“Let’s go find that will,” said Kim as she started to climb 

the paddlewheel toward the access door. 

The other four followed her to the top of the wheel. Kim 

pushed the door in quickly and entered the maintenance room. 

Apparently, the two carpenters hadn’t bothered to fix the lock 

after Matt and Erin broke it. Matt had brought the crowbar 
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along just in case, and he was still holding it as he entered the 

room. 

“I guess I didn’t need this to get in,” he said, holding it up. 

“Hang on to it,” said Erin. “It might come in handy when 

we get downstairs.” 

He nodded, and the five of them looked at each other. 

“Okay,” Erin said, her voice steady and confident. “As Kim just 

said, let’s go find that will!” 

The five of them left the maintenance room with Erin in 

the lead and went down the stairs and across the grinding area 

to the hallway entrance. Erin held up her hand for quiet, and 

they paused to listen for any sounds or evidence of the two 

carpenters’ presence. They didn’t hear any sounds, so Erin, 

determining the coast was clear, headed down the hall to the 

office doorway. 

It was getting dark in the hall, so Matt and Amanda each 

turned on their flashlights and provided sufficient light for them 

to see. 

They entered the office and walked over to the desk. Erin 

took the drawings out of her backpack and spread them out on 

the desk’s surface. They all crowded around her and stared at 
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the plans. She pointed out the secret panel on the drawings to 

Matt. They turned and looked, and sure enough, it was right 

there in front of them. 

Erin reached under the front drawer and located the latch 

that opened the secret panel. 

“It's right here!” she exclaimed. “Right where the drawings 

said it would be!” 

“You’re supposed to pull it down and twist it clockwise at 

the same time,” Matt said, reading the note on the drawing. 

Erin gave the lever a pull and twisted it clockwise. The 

secret panel popped open and flopped down on its hinges. The 

five of them stared into the compartment. 

“Jackpot,” Erin said, smiling, as she reached into the 

compartment and brought out its contents. 

What she pulled out was a wooden box that was polished 

smooth. On the top of the box was its owner's name, ‘Lester A. 
Coontz,’  in very fancy script. The box had hinges, but there 

was no lock on it—thank goodness. There was nothing else in 

the secret compartment except the box. 

Erin laid the box on top of the drawings and looked at it in 

awe. 
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“I wonder what’s in it?” questioned Kim. 

“Open it,” said Becky. 

They all agreed, so Erin flipped the lid open. Held by a 

silver chain, the top stopped just past the halfway point. In the 

box was a packet of papers tied with an old ribbon. On the top 

of the documents was printed in neat script: ‘THE LAST 

WILL AND TESTAMENT OF LESTER ANDREW 

COONTZ.’ 

“Bingo!” declared Matt, reaching in and pulling out the 

will. He shined his flashlight on it for everyone to see. 

“Look!” exclaimed Becky, pointing at the box. 

Both Matt and Amanda shined their flashlights into the 

box. Under the will were two gold coins and a large, vintage, 

and silver-colored pocket watch attached to a braided silver 

watchband chain. 

Amanda reached in, picked up the coins and pocket watch, 

and held them near her flashlight beam to examine them. 

“These are old,” she said, turning them over in the light, 

“and I’m sure they are valuable. We need to get all this stuff to 

my dad as soon as possible.” 
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Matt took the watch and coins from Amanda, placed them 

along with the will back into the box, and shut the lid. He 

picked up the box and stuffed it into Amanda's backpack. 

“Great idea,” he said, “but your dad won’t be in his office 

until tomorrow morning. So let’s get out of here before those 

two carpenters or the broker decide to come back.” 
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Chapter 11 Discussion Questions 
 
K – 2nd Grade 
What did the children find in the box? 
 
If you found a box of hidden treasure, what would you hope would be 
inside? 
 
3rd & 4th Grade 
Do you think the children will be able to safely bring the box home?  
 
Make a prediction: What do you think will happen after the children leave 
the mill? 
 
5th & 6th Grade 
Put yourself in the children’s shoes. If you found the will, what would you 
do with it? Who would you trust to look over it? 
 
Compare and contrast Matt and Erin. How are these two characters 
similar? Different? Who is more of a leader in the story? 
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Chapter 12 
The Will 

 
  

The next day, the five of them met in the treehouse at ten 

o’clock sharp. Amanda and Becky were excited when they 

arrived. Amanda pulled the box out of her backpack and 

placed it carefully on the treehouse's deck. 

“I tried reading the will last night, but there were so many 

‘whereas’ and ‘therefore’ and ‘party of the first and second 

parts’ that I just fell asleep before I got to any of the really good 

stuff.” Before anyone could comment, she continued. “Do you 

know how hard it was to not show all this stuff to my dad this 

morning?” 

“We’ll be showing it to him soon enough!” said Erin, 

scooping up the box and stuffing it into her backpack. 
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The canoe trip into River’s End was uneventful except that 

Amanda, once again, chatted the entire trip. They docked their 

canoes and walked to the courthouse and the mayor’s office in 

the town center. 

“Hi Mary,” Amanda and Becky both said in unison. 

“The Hidden Hollow Five are here to see my dad,” 

declared Amanda to her dad’s secretary. 

“The Hidden Hollow Five?” said Mary. “Hmmm, that 

sounds pretty impressive, and serious, I might add. May I ask 

what this meeting is all about?” 

“We have important city business to discuss with him,” said 

Erin pulling the wooden box out of her backpack and showing 

it to the secretary. 

When Mary saw Lester A. Coontz carved in the top of the 

box, she immediately stood up and walked over to the mayor’s 

office door, followed closely by the five kids. She opened the 

door and announced to the mayor that he had some very 

important guests called the ‘Hidden Hollow Five’ waiting to 

meet with him. 
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“The Hidden who?” he asked, glancing around his 

secretary. When he saw Amanda, Becky, and the other three 

standing behind her, he waved at them to come in. 

They approached his desk, and Erin held out the wooden 

box. 

“Daddy, we found old Mr. Coontz’s will,” blurted Becky 

before anyone else could say anything. “And some treasure, 

too!” 

“You found what? Where?” asked the mayor in confusion. 

He took the box from Erin and opened it. He carefully 

took out the will, and then he removed the coins and watch and 

set them to the side. He carefully untied the ribbon from 

around the will, opened it, and slowly started to thumb through 

the pages. 

“Where did you kids find this?” he asked, not looking up 

from the document. 

Over the next half hour, Amanda, Erin, and Matt 

explained the whole story to him as he continued to read the 

will to himself. They told him about the access door above the 

paddlewheel and the office with the roll-top desk and filing 

cabinets. They explained how they had to hide in the bathroom 
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storage room when the Martin brothers and broker named 

Billy discussed their plans to tear down the mill and build a 

housing development. Erin told him about how the broker had 

bragged about destroying the only copy of the will and how they 

thought the original will—if it even existed—might still be in the 

mill. 

The mayor didn’t interrupt the story except to say, “Uh-

huh” now and then, encouraging them to continue. They went 

on to tell him about the metal box stored in the attic, how Matt 

found it, and how Becky was able to pick the lock to the box 

that held the desk plans. They explained the secret panel in the 

desk that held the wooden box with the will, the gold coins, and 

the pocket watch. They even told him about how the Martin 

brothers had locked them into the basement room and how 

Matt had helped them escape through the maintenance tunnel 

into the grinding room. 

When they finished, Amanda and Becky’s dad continued 

to read the will for another ten minutes until he reached the 

very end of it. They all stood there in silence, waiting for him 

to finish. 
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“That’s quite a story,” he said, looking at the five of them. 

“But Amanda, you put yourself and your little sister into quite 

a bit of danger—not to mention the rest of you.” 

“I can take care of myself,” declared Becky indignantly. 

“I’m sorry, Daddy,” answered Amanda in her sweetest 

sing-song voice, “but in all fairness, we didn’t know it would be 

dangerous when we started. And besides, we did find the will 

everyone’s been looking for.” 

Her dad sighed and then slowly nodded his head. 

“It’s all in here,” he said, closing the will and retying the 

ribbon, “even the part where Lester wanted River’s End to have 

the mill and all of its property for a park.” 

He reached over, picked up the phone, and pushed the 

intercom button that connected to his secretary. 

“Mary, please call River’s End National Realty right away. 

Connect me to the president, Billy Burton,” he ordered. “And 

call me when you’ve got him on the line.” 

He hung up and smiled at the five kids. It was only a few 

moments before the telephone in front of him started ringing. 

He picked up the receiver, pushed the speaker button, and 

listened for a moment before he said, “Billy?” 
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“Yes, Mr. Mayor, what can I do for you?” the voice on the 

other end of the line said. 

Erin started to panic when she heard the name Billy and 

recognized the broker’s voice from back in the mill hallway. 

The mayor looked at her and held his hand up, signaling for 

the five kids to be silent. They all stood there and listened to 

the exchange. 

The mayor began. “I understand that you’ve been looking 

for Lester Coontz’s will at all of his properties that you 

purchased?” 

There was a short pause on the line before the broker 

spoke again. 

“I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about, George,” 

said the broker. “I don’t think there even is a will.” 

“That’s very interesting,” the mayor said, reopening the will 

near the last page. “It says right here in the original will that he 

was giving the mill and its property to the city of River’s End for 

a park.” 

There was another short pause, and the broker spoke 

again. “Original will? What original will?” 
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“The original will I have right here, sitting on my desk,” the 

mayor said. “The same one I’ll be taking to the city council 

meeting tonight—the will that specifically deeds the mill and all 

of its property over to the city for a community park.” 

He paused for just a moment and then quickly continued. 

“So, I guess you and Martin Development can kiss your little 

housing project goodbye because I’ll be recommending a ‘no’ 

vote on your building permits tonight as well.” 

“You can’t do that!” shouted the broker. “My real estate 

company owns that property free and clear. We bought it at the 

foreclosure auction by outbidding the city.” 

He waited for a response from the mayor. 

“You gambled that there was no will and then struck a deal 

with the Martin brothers to get rich off the mill property which 

rightfully belongs to the city now. What was the deal? Fifteen 

percent? Or did you finally force them to give you twenty like 

you threatened?” asked the mayor. 

“You can’t prove any of this,” stated the broker. 

“I can, and I will if I have to,” answered the Mayor. “I have 

five witnesses who heard you discussing your plans with Dan 

and Don Martin in the hallway of the old mill. They’re ready 
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and willing to come forward and testify at the meeting tonight if 

that’s what you want.” 

There was a long pause on the other end of the line. 

“That won’t be necessary,” said the broker with a sigh. 

“We’ll drop our request for those building permits.” 

The Hidden Hollow Five quietly gave each other high fives 

and fist bumps. The mayor put his finger to his lips to silence 

them. 

“And Billy,” he said, “tonight I’m going to ask the council 

to have the Coontz Mill declared a historic landmark. I want to 

have it restored as a museum and the land around it developed 

as a park for all of River’s End to enjoy. I expect a huge 

donation from River’s End National Realty and Martin 

Development to go toward that restoration.” 

“That’s extortion!” sputtered the broker. 

“Well, then, I guess you would rather have me explain to 

the newspaper that you conveniently purchased the mill 

property cheaply for your little housing development scheme? 

You know the paper will cover the meeting tonight like they 

always do, and I’m sure they would be interested in hearing the 

story.” 



The Old Coontz Mill: Hidden Hollow Five Series (Contest Version) Copyright © 2021 James R. Lewis    Youth Inspired Publishing, LLC 
 

 153 

“Enough!” shouted the broker. “You’ll get your donation, 

and I’ll make sure that Don and Dan Martin donate all of the 

labor for the museum and park project, too.” 

With that, Billy disconnected the call by slamming the 

phone down. 

The mayor hung up his end of the line and looked up with 

a smile at the kids. 

“You five have all done a great service to the city of River’s 

End today,” he said with a smile. Then he looked directly at 

Amanda. “But both you and Becky are grounded until school 

starts the week after next.” 

“And,” he added, looking at Matt, Erin, and Kim, “I’m 

going to talk with your parents as well.” 

They groaned in unison after hearing that, but the mayor 

held up his hand to silence them. 

“What you did was very courageous but also very 

dangerous. When we complete the new park and museum, I’m 

sure there will be a dedication plaque in your honor, with each 

of your names on it, and I’ll want the five of you with me at the 

dedication ceremony.” 
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It was Erin who spoke first. “We’d love to be there for the 

dedication, but we have one request, Mr. Mayor. About that 

plaque.” 

“And what would that be?” asked the mayor. 

Erin looked at the others before speaking; they all nodded, 

knowing what she was about to say. 

She turned back to the mayor. “Instead of all of our names 

on the plaque, we would like it to read, “Dedicated to Lester 
A. Coontz and the Hidden Hollow Five.” 

 

THE END 
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Chapter 12 Discussion Questions 
 
K – 2nd Grade 
If you had a detective group, what would you name yourself/your team? 
 
How are the children rewarded at the end of the book? 
 
3rd & 4th Grade 
What, in your opinion, was the most exciting part of the story? Why? 
 
Do you think the children are rewarded well for their bravery? Why or 
why not? If you were in their shoes, how would you want to be honored? 
 
5th & 6th Grade 
Compare and contrast the positives and negatives of the children’s actions 
in the story. Do you think they are heroes or should they get in trouble for 
breaking the rules? Support your argument with evidence from the text. 
 
Throughout the story, Erin leads the Hidden Hollow Five. Find 2-3 
examples from the book where she is the leader and record them (with 
page numbers!) in a journal. 
 



 

 

 
Looking for more adventures with 

The Hidden Hollow Five? 
 

Follow the Hidden Hollow Five in book number three 
as they uncover the mystery behind  

The Tinkerer’s Treasure.  
 

Have you read book one The Secret of Annabelle?  
 

For contest details and purchase books visit: 
YIPublishing.com 

 
 

See Contest Rules for full details 
 
 
 
 


