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If there was one room in the house I should stay out of, it would be the kitchen. Actually, 

that’s not being fair to the kitchen. I’m okay going into the kitchen, so long as I’m not touching 

things other than the refrigerator. Like the stove. Oven. Microwave. Even the dishwasher. 

Because if I do, a fully-charged fire extinguisher better be within arm’s reach. Plus, several fire 

blankets. A box of baking soda for those pesky grease fires. That was an especially bad incident. 

And possibly a bucket of water. 

My name is Sara Donovan. I’m a twenty-year-old sophomore at the University of Alabama, 

home in Annapolis on winter break. With Christmas just a week away and time on my hands, 

I’ve decided, against my better judgment, to tempt fate and venture into the kitchen to try my 

hand at baking cookies. What could go wrong? 

**** 

“Sara, are you sure about this?” Mom asked, her tone full of concern. She was as tall as me, 

just under six feet, with short salt-and-pepper hair and high cheekbones I would kill for. And 

right now, she wasn’t too thrilled with my answer when she asked about my plans for the day. 

I waved a dismissive hand. “I got this. It’s just following directions.” 

Judging by the look on her face, Mom wasn’t convinced. At all. “But you’ve never baked 

before.” 

“Yeah, I have. Remember that baked ziti I made over the summer?” 

Mom stuck her neck out. “Baking, real baking, is different. You can’t fudge anything. If it 

says one cup of flour, then that’s what you use. Not around one cup. A teaspoon of baking 

powder is exactly one teaspoon.” 

“No worries.” 

“That is precisely why I’m concerned.” She picked up her keys from the island. “I have to 

get to work. What are you making?” 

“Haven’t decided. Thought I’d go through the old cookbook you bought last week at that 

estate sale.” 

Mom pulled a book from a shelf in the side of the island and set it on the counter. “Here you 

go.” She eyed me. “Please, please, be careful. I don’t want to come home to a pile of burned dish 

towels again.” 

I huffed. “That wasn’t entirely my fault.”  

She stuck a finger out. “Be. Careful.” 

“I’m always careful. It’s just that—” 

“I’m well aware. Take your time and pay attention.” She stepped to the door leading into the 

garage, lifted her winter coat off a coatrack, and turned back to face me. “And remember to turn 

the oven off when you’re done. I don’t want another—” 

“C’mon, that really wasn’t a big deal. I’ve had worse.” 
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Mom’s eyes widened. “Tell that to your father. Good luck.”  

After Mom left, I looked down at Mauzzy, my miniature red dachshund and roommate at 

’Bama. “You hear all that?” 

He stared up at me and twisted his head, hazel eyes locked onto me.  

“What? You’re on her side? You don’t think I can make some simple cookies?” 

Mauzzy snorted, turned, and trotted toward his purple child recliner in the adjacent family 

room.  

I should have expected that response. After all, he’s seen every one of my kitchen mishaps, 

including the time I set my cottage’s curtains on fire when I was trying to kill a trespassing 

cockroach. That one really freaked him out. 

Grabbing the book off the island, I flipped it open. The pages fell away to a place in the 

book that held a folded piece of yellowed paper. The recipe being marked by the paper was for a 

cookie I never heard of before called millionaires’ shortbread. Reading the recipe, it looked 

kinda complicated, but sounded delicious. The bottom layer was shortbread. The middle was 

caramel. And the top was chocolate. It had my name written all over it. 

Unfolding the paper, I saw it was also a recipe. For millionaires’ shortbread. Thinking it 

might be a different version, I quickly compared it to the recipe in the book. It wasn’t. The recipe 

printed on the paper was exactly the same as the one in the book. It made no sense, but I wasn’t 

going to complain because now I had my shopping list for the ingredients.  

Putting the paper in my back pocket, I walked over to Mauzzy and gave him a kiss. “Okay, 

Sweet Handsome. I have to go buy the ingredients. I’ll put on Animal Planet for you.” 

After I turned on the TV and started an episode of Mauzzy’s favorite show from the DVR, I 

put on my coat, grabbed my purse, and went through the garage to my car. It was an ancient 

hatchback more the color of gray primer than its original black. I jumped in, started the engine, 

and took off for the grocery store. When I returned forty minutes later, Mauzzy was still in his 

chair, eyes glued to the TV. 

I placed the grocery bags on the kitchen’s island, pulled the recipe out of my pocket and 

reviewed it. When I got to the last two steps of the recipe, the words appeared to be dancing, like 

my eyes were going in and out of focus. I went back up to the words in the ingredients portion 

and the first two steps. They all appeared okay. But the last two steps, there was definitely 

something weird going on, to the point it was making me nauseous.  

I set the paper aside and turned to the recipe in the cookbook. Fortunately, there were no 

dancing words. The first thing to do was preheat the oven to three-fifty, so I took the book with 

me and fired the oven up as I continued to read the recipe.  

Hmmm. Mixer? 

I went into the pantry and hauled out Mom’s professional-looking mixer. And I mean hauled 

because the thing was fricking heavy. I’ve seen her use it for all kinds of cakes and breads, but I 
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had no clue how it worked. After ten minutes of fiddling around with the contraption, I figured 

out how everything worked. Possibly. 

As I put confectioner’s sugar and butter into the bowl, I smelled something remarkably 

similar to the time I melted four plastic bowls in my dishwasher back at ’Bama. 

But the dishwasher wasn’t running. 

The oven. 

I wrenched open the oven door and peered inside. Not only was nothing melting or on fire in 

it, the thing was cold. 

My gaze raised to the stovetop.  

Crap. 

Sitting on the glass cooktop was Mom’s pressure cooker. Beneath it, the glowing orange 

coils of the burner. I turned the stove on instead of preheating the oven. 

I dug two oven mitts out of a drawer, turned off the burner, and with some effort, pried the 

cooker off the glass and set it in the sink. Well, most of the cooker. The melted bottom remained 

stuck to the stove. It looked like a piece off the space shuttle. Things were off to a great start, and 

I hadn’t even started using the mixer. 

Five hours later, I had thirty-two cookies.  

And an extensive casualty list.  

In addition to the destroyed pressure cooker and part of the cooktop, shortbread batter was 

all over the island and cabinets from when I put the mixer on high instead of low. A saucepan bit 

the dust after I scorched the first batch of caramel when I turned my back for just a few minutes 

to melt the chocolate in the microwave. Apparently, I was supposed to continuously stir the 

caramel. I have no clue why that instruction wasn’t in bold. And half of the melted chocolate 

exploded all over the sides and top of the microwave. But at least this time I didn’t set the thing 

on fire. So that was progress. 

**** 

At the dinner table that night, things didn’t start off so well. 

“Those cookies of yours better be fantastic,” Dad grumbled.  

“Jack, the cooktop can be easily replaced,” Mom said. 

Dad shot me a look. “I know. We went through this in the summer. Five hundred bucks.” 

“That wasn’t my fault,” I insisted. “Even Mom didn’t know putting a hot lid on the cooktop 

could shatter it.” 

My younger brainiac brother, Matt, sat up. He was two years younger than me and just 

recently received a letter from a college for brainiacs in Cambridge, Massachusetts, awarding 

him a full scholarship. “That’s because hot air was trapped between the lid and the glass, which 

created a vacuum seal, forcing the air out and shattering the glass.” 

I gave my brother an exaggerated smile. “Good to know.” 
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“What made you decide to make such a complicated cookie?” Mom asked. “I figured 

chocolate chip or something similar for your first baking experience.” 

“When I opened the cookbook, it went straight to that recipe because an old folded piece of 

paper was stuck there,” I replied. “And printed on it was the exact same recipe. Isn’t that weird?” 

“It is,” Mom said. “Was it a modified version of the book’s recipe?” 

I shook my head. “Nope. Exactly the same.” I paused. “Except the one on the paper I swear 

has different lettering in the last two steps.” 

Mom got a quizzical look. “Different how?” 

“I’m not certain, but I think two different fonts were used.” 

“Just part of the recipe was like that?” Dad asked, apparently putting my five-hundred-dollar 

accident aside. 

“Uh-huh.” 

“Lemme see that paper,” Dad said as he stood and headed toward the family room. 

I retrieved the recipe from the cookbook and handed it to Dad as he returned and sat at the 

table with a magnifying glass in hand. 

“Look at steps three and four,” I said, pointing over his shoulder. 

Dad first studied the paper without the magnifying glass, then he put it over the paper and 

peered through the glass. A minute later, he looked up at me. “Where did you find this again?” 

“In an old cookbook Mom bought at an estate auction,” I replied. 

“How old?” he asked. 

I turned, lifted the book off the island, and checked for the copyright date. “Says here 1933.” 

He returned to studying the paper through the magnifying glass. “This looks like a coded 

message.” 

“What?” I exclaimed. “Are you sure?” 

“Positive.” 

“Why put a message in a recipe and stick it in a cookbook?” I asked. 

Dad shrugged. “I can’t answer the why.” He examined the paper again before putting the 

magnifying glass down and pushing back from the table to face me. “But it’s definitely a coded 

message. Appears to be a Baconian cipher.” 

Dad would be the one to know because he worked as a cryptanalyst at the NSA over at Fort 

Meade.  

He handed me the paper and magnifying glass. “You’re right about two different fonts. Take 

a close look. Focus on words with the same letters side by side, like ‘immediately,’ ‘stirring’ and 

similar.” 

I stared through the magnifying glass at the recipe’s final two steps. 

3. Combine condensed milk, brown sugar, honey, one-half cup cream, and remaining one-

half teaspoon kosher salt and one-half cup butter in a medium saucepan. Cook over medium 
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heat, stirring constantly until a candy thermometer reaches 236 degrees, 24 to 26 minutes. 

Remove from heat; stir in vanilla. Immediately pour caramel over shortbread. Let stand at 

room temperature until set, one to one and one-half hours.  

4. Melt chocolate and combine with cream in a bowl. Pour over caramel and spread with a 

spatula. Sprinkle with sea salt. Put in refrigerator until set. Use foil overhangs to lift bars from 

pan. Cut in 32 squares. 

Lowering the magnifying glass and paper, I looked at Dad. “Holy crap, you’re right.” 

He beamed. “You see it?” 

I held up the magnifying glass. “Uh-huh, but no way anybody could see it without this. So, 

what’s a bacon cipher?”  

“A Baconian cipher is a system devised by Sir Francis Bacon,” Dad replied. “It’s a 

substitution cipher that uses a five-bit binary encoding process to embed a coded message in 

plain site within any text. In this case, it’s the recipe.” 

I caught Matt out of the corner of my eye. All that techno-speak from Dad had him getting 

all geeked up. 

“What do you mean, five-bit binary?” I asked. 

“Binary means each letter of the message is based on a system of ones and zeros, or A’s and 

B’s,” Dad said. “In this case, two different fonts were used. Five-bit means every five letters in 

the plain text represents one letter in the coded message. For example, the letter ‘B’ in the 

Baconian alphabet is represented by aaaab or 00001.” 

“Aren’t there several versions of the alphabet?” Matt asked. 

“Correct,” Dad replied. “One version has ‘I’ and ‘J’ using the same pattern and ‘U’ and ‘V’ 

sharing a different pattern. Another has a distinct pattern for every letter.” 

I returned to my seat at the table and examined the recipe again. “How do we know which 

version was used?” 

“You’ll figure it out as you decode the message,” Dad said. “If the message is making sense 

and then suddenly doesn’t, you’re using the wrong alphabet and just need to make a small 

adjustment. But you’ll be able to crack it. You see, the strength of a Baconian cipher is that a 

secret message can be hidden out in the open. However, if someone picks up on the different 

fonts, like we did with the recipe, it can be easily broken.” 

“What do you think it’s about?” I asked. 

Dad grinned. “Only one way to find out. Have fun with it.” 

**** 

Matt eagerly agreed to help me decode the cipher and we spent a good hour sitting at the 

desk in my room, poring over the recipe, trying to separate out the two different fonts. The 

problem we wrestled with was which letters belonged to the same font.  
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“If we can figure out just one of the fonts, then we can work on identifying all the letters 

belonging to that font,” Matt said. 

“And the ones that don’t match are the other font,” I added. 

“Exactly. We only need to know one of the fonts to identify both sets of letters.” 

“The cookbook was published in 1933. You think that was when somebody stuck this paper 

in it?” 

Matt shrugged. “It’s possible. Looks kinda old. Why?” 

I grabbed my electronic tablet and searched for fonts from 1933. “I have a hunch. What if 

the recipe was printed on that paper in 1933?” 

My brother squinted at me. “Okay. So?” 

“And what if the fonts used were created the same year? 1933.” 

“You’re reaching. Why not just use popular fonts from before that year? Why pick new 

ones?” 

“Because if you’re trying to code a message using two different fonts, wouldn’t you want to 

use ones that few people were familiar with or using? I know I would.” 

Matt shook his head. “Totally disagree. If I was coding a message, I’d pick fonts that didn’t 

stand out. Ones that people were used to seeing. But they would also have to be pretty similar, 

like the ones in that recipe.” 

I found a website that listed all the fonts developed and the year each was released, going all 

the way back to 1470. I set the recipe next to the tablet and clicked on the year 1933. After a 

quick glance at the fonts listed and the recipe, it was clear none were used. Most were script with 

two bolded fonts and one was similar to antique lettering. None came close to the professional-

type fonts used in the recipe. 

“It sure isn’t any of these,” I grumbled. “Let’s see what’s in 1932.” I hit a tab for 1932, eyed 

the recipe, and gasped. “Whoa.” 

Matt looked over my shoulder at the tablet. “Whoa is right.” 

In big letters at the top of the listing was Times New Roman.  

“Look, it was the most popular font released that year,” I said. 

“Click on the link beneath it,” Matt said. 

I did and what popped up in large characters was the entire alphabet in upper and lower case 

and numbers zero to nine. 

Matt snatched the recipe and magnifying glass off the desk and compared the letters in the 

recipe to the matching ones on the website. “I’m focusing on the m’s. There’s a lot of them.” 

“And?” 

“There’s definitely two different versions. Like Dad suggested, take a look at the word 

‘immediately’ near the end of step three?” 

I leaned over and peered through the glass that Matt held over the word. “The first ‘m’ is 

shorter and wider than the second one.” 
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“Exactly” he said. “Also, the loops are not as thick and take a close look at the top left of 

each.” 

I took the magnifying glass and recipe from him and raised both close to my eye. “On the 

first, the little thing that starts the letter is exactly horizontal, but the second is angled a bit 

downward.” 

“Now compare the second one to the ‘m’ on that website.” 

I looked through the glass, then at the tablet. “They match,” I exclaimed. 

“Also look at the words ‘cup’ and ‘cream’ on the first line of step three.” 

With my eyes focused on the two words, I said, “The first is shorter and wider than the 

second, just like with the ‘m’s.’ And with the second, the top curls down more and ends with a 

bulb.” I compared the two to the website’s ‘c’, then looked up at Matt. “The second is a perfect 

match.” 

A proud smile stretched across his narrow pale face. “Yup. The person who printed that 

recipe definitely used Times New Roman for one of the two fonts.” 

I produced a yellow highlighter from the desk’s middle drawer. “Alright, let’s get to work. 

We’ll highlight all the Times New Roman letters.” 

Matt took the paper from me and stepped over to the printer/copier. “Let’s make a copy to 

work from. Just in case—” 

“I screw up?” 

He flashed me a grin. “You do have a history.” 

Mauzzy lifted his head from the bed where he had been snoring away and snorted. So 

supportive. 

“And you’re a jerk,” I shot back, a smile on my face. 

We worked deep into the night identifying all the Times New Roman letters, then drawing 

lines between each group of five letters, and finally assigning a letter from the Baconian alphabet 

to each group of five. At Matt’s suggestion, we started with the version that had a distinct pattern 

for every letter in the alphabet. And as it turned out, it was the correct version, because we 

cracked the code and discovered the secret message. A message that had me so amped up, it took 

two hours to fall asleep. 

Five cans holding two hundred gold coins each are buried ten paces south then ten paces 

east behind the old oak tree. 

**** 

The next morning, I was up early discussing the coded message with Mom at the kitchen 

table before she left for work. “Do you know how many old oak trees are in Annapolis?” I 

whined. 

“If it’s even referring to Annapolis,” Mom replied. “Who knows where that cookbook came 

from.” 

I sighed. “I’ve got directions to a buried treasure, and have no clue where to start looking.” 
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“It’s very possible those coins were dug up a long time ago,” Mom said. 

“Yeah, I’ve thought about that, too,” I said glumly. 

I glanced over at Mauzzy in his recliner. His head hung off the front. The little guy was as 

despondent as me. 

Mom took a sip of coffee. “Why don’t you go through the book for clues? You never 

know.” 

I went over to the island, took the cookbook off the shelf, and returned to the table. After 

flipping through the pages in an unsuccessful search for another piece of paper stuck in it, I 

checked the inner cover and found an inscription. “Hey, this sounds interesting. Someone wrote, 

‘My dearest Emma. My favorite Christmas cookie is your Millionaires’ Shortbread! Love 

always, James.’ You think it’s a clue?” 

Mom took the book from me, read the inscription, then slid it back across the table to me. 

“It’s possible. Or, somebody who had the book with the inscription already in it decided to put 

the coded message at the recipe’s page.” 

I checked inside the back cover, but found nothing. “I don’t think so. This James person who 

wrote that inscription put the coded message in the book. Probably around 1933. And since the 

recipe is printed, he either had a printing press, access to one, or had a commercial printer do it 

for him.” 

A puzzled look crossed Mom’s face. “I know the paper is yellowed, but that recipe could 

have been put there in the forties or fifties and still appear old.” 

I shook my head. “One of the fonts used to print that message was released in 1932 and it 

was the most popular one that year. It’s not a coincidence the book was published just one year 

later.” 

Mom finished her coffee, got up from the table, and put her mug in the dishwasher. “I have 

to get going. Why don’t you use my ancestry subscription to search for James and Emma?” 

“That’s a great idea.” 

“User name is my email and the password is my usual one. Good luck.” 

Mom left for work and I dashed out of the kitchen to search for James and Emma. I was 

halfway up the stairs when Mauzzy blew past, clearly thinking he was in a desperate race with 

me for the better pillow. When I got to my room, the little guy was stretched out on the fluffier of 

the two, his eyes warily tracking me as I stepped to the desk. 

“Don’t worry, Handsome. You can have both.” 

Mauzzy sighed and wriggled into the pillows until he found the perfect spot to commence 

his morning nap. 

After several hours of searching, I found a James Rollins from Annapolis who married 

Emma Polk in 1913. He died in June 1933 at the age of forty-eight. They only had one child; a 

daughter named Margaret who was eighteen at the time of her father’s death. Margaret married 
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John Ross and had a daughter when she was twenty-five who was named Emma, apparently after 

her grandmother. I found nothing about the younger Emma other than she was born in 1940. 

This James Rollins had to be the same person who wrote the inscription in the book. I 

searched on his name and when I clicked on the third result, a surge of adrenaline coursed 

through me.  

“Jackpot, Mauz.” 

Sweet Handsome stirred, glared at me over his shoulder, then dropped his head back on the 

pillow. Within seconds, he was snoring again. 

James Rollins was a newspaper magnate whose publishing empire came under tremendous 

financial pressure during the Great Depression as advertising revenue plummeted for 

newspapers. When he died suddenly, his widow sold the business for pennies on the dollar. What 

I couldn’t find was where they lived. 

Sitting back, I ran the sad demise of James Rollins through my head. He was a publisher, so 

he easily could have printed the recipe with the hidden message. But if he was under financial 

pressure, why bury two-hundred gold coins? Why not use that money to save his business? 

Unless, those coins would not have made a dent in his situation and he wanted to keep them out 

of the hands of creditors? But why bury them? In 1933? 

I searched on 1933 to see if there was anything that would drive somebody to bury what had 

to be a small fortune during a financial crisis. 

And I found it. 

On April 5th of that year, in order to increase the money supply and spur the economy, 

President Roosevelt issued an executive order demanding that all gold plus gold certificates with 

a value over one-hundred-dollars be turned in to the Federal Reserve by May 1st in exchange for 

paper currency. And the price paid by the government was over forty percent below market 

value. With James Rollins under financial pressure, turning in his gold for substantially less than 

its value while his business empire crumbled probably both angered and terrified the man. To me 

that was enough motive for him to bury his gold and write the coded message that would lead his 

wife to the nest egg should anything happen to him. Since he was breaking the law, he probably 

didn’t tell her for her own protection. 

Everything was falling into place. James Rollins was a wealthy publisher, so he had access 

to a printing press, the wherewithal to possess one thousand gold coins, and the motive to bury 

them. He was married to a lady named Emma. The pieces fit. The treasure was real. But were the 

coins already dug up, as Mom suggested, and where was the fricking old oak tree?  

Although James could have buried the coins anywhere, the safest place would be on his own 

property. After setting up a free account to search property records in Maryland, I spent the rest 

of the day poring through countless old deeds. None in the name of James Rollins seemed 

relevant, and I couldn’t find any in the name of James and Emma Rollins. With my frustration 

building, I focused on his known decedents, thinking maybe the property was passed down 
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through the generations. A search on his only child’s name, Margaret Ross, revealed a deed 

transferring property to her in 1953. A search of that address led to one more transfer in 1986 to 

an Emma Colquitt.  

Another Emma? Was she possibly the granddaughter of James Rollins? And if so, was she 

living at the property since there were no further property transfers? 

It was too late in the day to check the place out, so I put the address in my phone and went 

downstairs to tell Mom what I found. 

**** 

The next morning, I grabbed Mauzzy and off we went in search of Emma Colquitt. After a 

twenty-minute drive, we arrived at the address. I parked my car on the street in front of a 

realtor’s “For Sale” sign and the property that once belonged to James Rollins and now possibly 

his granddaughter, Emma Colquitt. The grand old house was set back on the property, a long 

straight treelined drive leading to a tired whitewashed Victorian with wraparound porch, gabled 

roofs, and countless windows. Dotting the expansive grounds, bare gnarled branches reached out 

from soaring trees with massive trunks. I wasn’t a tree expert, or even a tree novice. I knew zero 

about trees, but what I was looking at sure could be old oak trees. 

As my excitement grew, a harsh reality struck me. How was I going to do this? I couldn’t 

just knock on the door and ask if I could search for a buried treasure? Or could I? After all, if I 

found the gold, it would go to the owner of the property.  

Easing the car into the driveway, I drove slowly toward the house. When we eventually got 

there, I leashed up Mauzzy and grabbed the cookbook from the passenger seat. “Keep your paws 

crossed, Mauz.” 

Thirty seconds after I hammered the brass door knocker, the head of an old woman with 

wireframe glasses appeared in a window next to the door. “If you want to see the house, call my 

realtor,” she called through the glass. 

“No, ma’am. My name is Sara Donovan and I’m looking for Emma Colquitt.” 

“What about?” 

“It’s a personal matter. I can only tell her.” 

“I’m listening.” 

Pointing at the old lady, I asked, “Are you her?” 

She nodded. 

I held the cookbook out so she could see the front cover, then opened it to the page with the 

inscription. “Recognize this?” 

The old lady squinted through the glass, then disappeared from the window. A few seconds 

later, the door opened, and the diminutive Emma Colquitt stood in the doorway. “That was my 

grandmother’s.” 

She was easily a foot shorter than me, putting her around five feet. A black sweater was 

draped around thin bony shoulders and over a bright-yellow top that extended to mid-thigh over 
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black pants. Short gray-white hair combed up and back sat atop a gaunt face with a smattering of 

wrinkles and thin, pale lips. 

“I found something in the book I’d like to talk to you about. Mind if I come in?” I asked. 

“It’s pretty cold out.” 

She eyed Mauzzy standing next to me. “As long as you hold that dog.” 

“His name is Mauzzy and he won’t hurt you.” 

“Not worried about that. I don’t want him doing his business in my house.” 

Mauzzy glared up at her. He clearly didn’t appreciate the insinuation he was uncivilized.  

I scooped up a simmering Sweet Handsome. “You don’t need to worry about that, but I’ll 

hold him the entire time.” 

Emma Colquitt stepped back and motioned for me to enter. “Not sure why we need to talk 

about an old cookbook.” 

I stepped past her into an ornate foyer with a red-patterned oriental runner covering dark 

hardwood flooring. Thick wood beams outlined a high white ceiling. To my right, a wide set of 

wood steps with intricate bannisters led to a small sitting area at the landing before the staircase 

turned and continued upward to the second floor. 

Everywhere I looked there were carved wood panels and matching crystal chandeliers. “You 

have a beautiful home.”  

She closed the door and sighed. “Thank you. Let’s sit in the parlor.” 

I followed her into a sparsely furnished room off the foyer. On an angled wall at the far end 

was an elaborate wooden mantel embracing a large fireplace. We sat on a fancy sofa with 

double-curved arms and cream fabric outlined by dark wood. It was the only place to sit in the 

room. 

She angled her body toward me. “My grandfather built this place in 1910. He died before I 

was born, but Mother told me he loved it dearly. Wanted it to stay in the family forever. I’ve 

lived here practically my entire life.” She slowly shook her head. “It pains me so to have to sell 

it.” 

Mauzzy curled up in my lap and sighed. “I noticed the realtor sign. If you don’t want to sell, 

why are you?” 

“This place is quite large and old. My husband used to take care of it, but he passed two 

years ago. We never had children, so I have nobody who can help out. I simply can’t afford the 

upkeep.” A tired smile crossed her face. “And I need the money to move to an assisted living 

home.” 

I handed her the cookbook. “This might help you keep the house.” 

She cocked her head, pale-blue eyes narrowing as she took the book. “Not sure what you’re 

talking about. This old book was part of a large collection of things I sold to an estate auction 

house some time ago. Like I said, I need the money.” 
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“Turn to where there is a folded piece of paper stuck in it. It’s a copy of the original I found 

there.” 

She took out the paper, unfolded it, and stared at it before looking up at me with a sad look 

on her face. “This is just a cookie recipe. Don’t be misled by its title.” 

“Actually, I think that title was a clue left by your grandfather for your grandmother.” 

“Clue?” 

“Embedded in that recipe is a coded message. The last two steps, three and four, are coded.” 

Emma stared again at the paper before shaking her head. “All I see is a cookie recipe.” 

“Trust me, a message is in there. My brother and I solved it.” 

“What does it say?” 

“Turn it over. I wrote it on the back.” 

She flipped the paper over and read it out loud. “Five cans holding two hundred gold coins 

each are buried ten paces south then ten paces east behind the old oak tree.” She glanced up, a 

scowl on her face. “Is this some kind of cruel joke?” 

I put out a reassuring hand. “No, no. That’s the message we decoded from a paper stuck in 

the book. Now read the inscription.” 

Emma turned to the front of the book and read what James Rollins wrote to his wife. The 

scowl was gone, replaced by a look of skepticism. “And?” 

“That was a clue for your grandmother to go to the recipe if something ever happened to 

him. I think he buried a small fortune on this property rather than turn it over to the government 

at a reduced value.” 

“How do you know all this?” 

I explained how her grandfather was under financial stress when FDR issued the executive 

order confiscating all gold. “The question is, did anybody ever find those buried coins, and if not, 

where is the old oak tree?” 

“If this is really true, I can tell you, nobody in my family found those coins. Mother would 

have told me.” 

“Do you know where the old oak tree could be?” 

She chuckled lightly and waved a hand toward the front windows. “All those large trees on 

the property are oak. And they’re all old.” 

“I understand now they’re all old, but that message was written in 1933. Do you remember 

an old oak tree when you were growing up here?” 

She stood, went to the front window, and stared out. After a moment, she turned back to face 

me. “I can’t think of one. As best as I can remember, all the trees out there have always been 

here.” 

“Do you recall any tree being considered special? Maybe one that had a swing or 

something?” 
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Emma considered my question before shaking her head. “No. In fact, to Mother, all of those 

lovely oaks were special.” 

Tucking Mauzzy under my arm, I stood and joined her at the front window. “Do you mind if 

I search out there for the treasure?” 

She pulled her head back. “How? Do you realize how many trees are out there?” 

I let out a short laugh. “Sure do.” 

“Well, I just can’t have you digging up my property right when I’m trying to sell it.” 

“But if I find the treasure, you won’t have to sell.” 

“I’m sorry. I simply can’t allow it. There has already been interest in the property.” 

“All the more reason to let me look for the treasure. Please.” 

Emma considered me before glancing out the window. “You may dig five holes.” She 

turned back to me with finger raised. “But you fill in each hole before you start digging the next. 

Understood?” 

I nodded and smiled broadly. “Yes, ma’am.” 

“Good. When do you plan to start?” 

“Today.” 

**** 

On my way home from Emma Colquitt, I called Matt. “Hey, got any ideas how to search for 

the treasure without digging holes?” 

“Sure. Use a metal detector.” 

“Obviously, but I don’t have a metal detector.” 

“Rent one.” 

“What?” 

“Rent one. It can’t be that expensive since they only cost about a hundred bucks to buy.” 

I yanked on the wheel and my car tore through an intersection. “Do me a favor. While I’m 

driving home, can you rent one?” 

“Sure. I’ll get two.” 

“Two?” 

“Of course. I’m going to help you.”  

“You’re the best.” 

Fifteen minutes later, I arrived home. Matt was still out getting the metal detectors so I went 

into the garage to gather up digging tools. I was loading them in the back of my car when he 

pulled into the driveway. 

He walked over to me carrying two black metal detectors and a packet of orange 

landscaping flags. 

“How much?” I asked. 

“Twenty bucks for the day.” 

“For both?” 
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“Each.” 

I took the detectors and put them on top of the shovels in my car. “A little pricey for this 

poor college student, but it’s for a good cause.”  

He tossed the flags into the car. “Got these to mark any hits we get.” 

“Good idea.” I slammed the hatch shut. “Let’s go find some treasure.” 

When we arrived at Emma Colquitt’s house, I let her know we were going to start the search 

while Matt unloaded the tools and equipment. 

I stepped off the front porch and surveyed the property. “Any thoughts on where to start?” I 

asked Matt. 

“If all these oaks were here back then, and one of them was called the ‘old oak tree’ when 

that message was written, let’s look for the largest one and pace it off from there.” 

Digging into my pocket, I pulled out a paper with the decoded message. “Since I can only 

dig in five places, lets first identify the five biggest trees.” 

We spent the next thirty minutes roaming around acting like tree huggers. Literally. When 

we finished, there were eight trees with trunks that were similar in size and all much larger than 

the rest. But of the eight, none stood out as being the largest both in terms of trunk size and 

height.  

“Let’s start with the one closest to the house,” I said, taking some flags and a metal detector 

from my car. “The first direction is ten paces south.” 

Matt took out the second metal detector, walked over to a tree, and staring at his phone, 

pointed to his right. “That’s south.” He took ten measured steps and stopped. 

“Now go ten steps east.” 

After checking his phone, he took ten more steps and stopped. He turned on the metal 

detector and swept the ground around him. “Not getting anything.” 

I walked to the next tree closest to the first, consulted my phone, and paced it off. As I 

swung the detector over the ground, a loud electronic tone sounded, sending my pulse racing. “I 

got a hit.” I peered at the display panel attached to it. “Says ferrous.” 

Matt walked over to the third tree. “Doesn’t really mean anything. We don’t know the type 

of cans used. If they’re tin, it would show as non-ferrous. Just mark it and move on.” 

I stuck a flag in the ground and headed toward the fourth tree on our list of eight. Soon, we 

had four flags by the eight trees. I was amped because no doubt the treasure was beneath one of 

the flags. But when we were done digging and refilling the four holes, all we found was scrap 

metal, a piece of pipe, a broken hammer, and a flipping nickel.  

I surveyed the property. There were so many large trees. At least twenty. And I could only 

dig one more hole. Based on what we already found, as in crap, even if we scanned near every 

tree, the odds were high that most if not all hits would be more junk. Even if the treasure was one 

of those hits, I had one shot at digging in the right place.  

Then I saw it. 
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An oak tree that split into two trunks six feet up the main one.  

“You see that?” I said, pointing at the tree. I took off running, my feet flying over brown 

leaves covering the ground. “Oof.” 

And, apparently, also covering tree roots. 

I was sprawled face first. Beneath me, the metal detector, it having taken the brunt of my 

fall.  

“You okay?” Matt called out as he ran toward me. 

I rolled over and sat up. “Yeah. All good.” 

If there was one thing I was good at, it was taking a fall. And not because I’m a practiced 

gymnast or martial arts expert. I’ve just had plenty of—opportunities—to get good at it. Really 

good at it. 

A quick check of my metal detector showed it was not as fortunate as me. The display panel 

had snapped off. 

“But we’re down to one machine,” I said ruefully as Matt helped me up. “And I’m out a 

hundred dollars.” 

My brother studied the broken detector. “Maybe not. I might be able to fix it when we get 

home.” 

“Really?” 

He nodded. “I think so. The wiring is intact. Just need to reattach the panel.” 

“That’d be awesome.” 

“Why were you running?” 

“Got excited.” 

“Over?” 

I pointed behind him. “That.” 

Matt turned and looked where I was pointing. “The double oak tree?” 

“Yep. Look around. It’s different from all the others.” 

He took in the grounds before fixing back on the tree. “And both trunks are almost as big as 

the eight we investigated, but taken together, that tree is by far the largest one here.” 

We walked over to the tree, me carefully watching for any more subversive roots. Although 

not always successful, I try to keep it to one faceplant per day.  

After checking his phone compass, Matt paced off the steps and swept the metal detector 

over the ground. Instantly, an electronic tone erupted from the unit. 

“Ferrous,” Matt said. “Do we dig?” 

“We’re down to our last hole. What do you think?” 

My brother stared back at the tree for a few seconds before turning to me. “That tree sure 

stands out once you realize it’s there. I could definitely see someone referring to it as the old oak 

tree.” 
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I glanced around the property. “It sure is different.” I sucked in deep and blew out evenly. “I 

say we go for it.” 

Matt handed me the detector. “Stay here. I’ll get the shovels.” 

When he returned, I reconfirmed the spot where Matt got the hit, and he jammed his foot 

onto the top of the shovel’s blade, driving it into the ground. He tossed dirt to the side, and 

hammered the ground again. On the third stab of the shovel— 

Clank. 

“Don’t get excited,” Matt said. “It still could be more junk.” 

Grabbing the other shovel, I scraped dirt out of the hole. “Looks like rusted metal.” 

We both attacked the hole, maniacally scraping dirt out of the way. What appeared to be a 

metal plate of some kind came into view. 

I dropped the shovel, got on my knees, and clawed at the dirt, my fingers searching for the 

plate’s edge. Adrenaline surged. My heart raced. I became lightheaded. “Oh my gosh. I think it’s 

a lid to a can.” 

Matt fell to his knees and joined in as we worked to expose the edges of the thing. Soon, we 

were staring at the rusty top of a something about the size of a paint can.  

“We need to dig around it so we can lift it out,” Matt said, scrambling to his feet and picking 

up a shovel. 

I stood and retrieved the other shovel. “Before we enlarge the hole, let’s see if we can pry 

this lid off so we know for sure what we’re dealing with.” 

Working the tip of the shovel into the edge of the lid, I tried to pry it open. But no luck. 

“Lemme try,” Matt said. After several attempts, he stopped. “It’s really stuck. We’re gonna 

need a screwdriver or something.” 

“Hang on. I have one in my car.” 

Matt’s eyes widened. “Of all people, what are you doing with a screwdriver. Especially in 

your car?” 

I gave him a wry face. “Don’t ask.” 

With a half-smile, he said bobbing his head, “Makes sense.” 

I threw him an exaggerated smile and headed off for my car, making sure to contain my 

excitement and not run. When I returned, I got on my knees and went to work on the lid. Just 

when I was about to give up, it moved ever so slightly upward. I crammed the screwdriver into 

the small space that was created and pushed down. More movement. I kept working the 

screwdriver around the edge and up came the lid.  

My mouth went dry. “We found it,” I said quietly, peering into the can. I extracted a gold 

coin from it and held it up to Matt. “We found it.” 

**** 

It was Christmas Eve morning and I was busy wrapping presents on my bed. Mauzzy was 

just as busy unwrapping presents on my bed. The sneaky little guy could smell dog treats. 
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Through the wrapping paper. And the plastic containers holding said treats. There’s no doubt he 

would be the perfect drug dog because he could sniff out anything contained in sealed double-

baggies. Glass jars. Plastic containers. You name it. And whatever he finds, he eats. Including 

candles. That day he was sick as a dog. And so, he would also be the worst drug dog ever 

because he would eat the evidence.  

“Mauz, stop that.” 

He stared at me, one paw on a mauled package, considering his options. 

I took the half-opened present from him and slapped more cellophane tape on it, effectively 

sealing the hole he created. “You’ll get this tomorrow morning.” 

With a huff, Sweet Handsome lumbered over to a pillow and settled into it, his butt facing 

me. Head between his paws. Sulking. 

“You have to wait like everybody else.” 

My phone’s ringtone signaled an incoming call. The caller ID showed Milken and Milken. 

“Hello?” 

“Good morning, Sara, this is Emma Colquitt.” 

“Mrs. Colquitt. Merry Christmas Eve.” 

“Thank you. Merry Christmas Eve to you as well. I’m calling from my lawyer’s office.” 

I froze. What did I do this time? I already turned over all five cans to her and I didn’t take a 

single coin. Why is she with her lawyer? 

“Hello? Sara?” 

“Um, yes, still here,” I sputtered. “Is everything okay?” 

“Oh, my goodness, yes. First, I again want to thank you and your brother for lugging those 

cans of coins to my car. I certainly would not have been able to do it.” 

I chuckled. “That’s for sure. We could barely carry them.” 

“Yes, well, I drove straight to my lawyer’s office. He brought in a numismatist to—” 

“A what?” 

“Someone in the coin business. Anyway, he evaluated the coins and came up with a 

preliminary assessment of the value.” She paused. 

Tingling erupted throughout my body. “And?” 

“A very conservative estimate is…” 

“Yes?” 

“Three million,” she blurted. 

I almost dropped the phone. “Three million dollars?” 

“Yes, yes, yes,” she cried. “A perhaps even double when they go to auction.” 

“I’m so happy for you,” I shouted. 

“You said if you were right about the treasure, I wouldn’t have to sell my house,” she sang. 

“And now I don’t. I can live out my life in the family home and be able to hire a live-in 

caretaker, too. I simply cannot believe it.” 
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I got a lump in my throat as tears welled up. “You’ve made my Christmas,” I croaked. 

“You saved my life. I want to give you ten of the coins. They’re worth at least thirty 

thousand dollars.” 

“Thank you, but no, ma’am. I cannot accept such a generous gift. I’m just happy to help.” 

There was pause. 

“Sara, are you sure? Because of you, I now have millions. I can certainly afford giving you 

thirty thousand.” 

“Positive.” I thought about it for a second. Matt was able to fix the second metal detector, so 

I wasn’t out a hundred dollars. But… “How about forty dollars?” 

“Forty dollars?” She was incredulous. “That’s all?” 

“Yes, ma’am. Forty dollars was the cost to rent the metal detectors. I’m a poor college 

student, so forty dollars will make me whole.” 

She cackled. “Forty dollars it is.” 

“Oh, and Mrs. Colquitt?” 

“Yes?” 

“If you don’t have other plans, how about coming over tonight for Christmas Eve dinner and 

tomorrow for Christmas. I would love you to meet my family. My dad was the one who put me 

onto the coded message.” 

A long pause. 

“I would love to,” she whispered.  

 

The End 
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