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Between 1913 and 1915,
scientists dug fossil remains of prehistoric animals from “pits” at
Rancho La Brea in California (located in Los Angeles). These
animals, which lived between 11,000 to 50,000 years ago, had become
trapped in the sticky asphalt, or tar, and had died. Scientists
continue excavating asphalt deposits and searching for more fossils
in what is now known as the La Brea Tar Pits.

What if someone discovered a “tar pit” in the
backyard, and it contained something no one had ever seen
before?
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Chapter 1

Pablo Chavez, twelve
years old, sat on the back porch of his little stone house and
watched as his friend, Victor Martinez, tossed a deflated soccer
ball up and down in the yard. As the ball went up, Pablo’s gaze
followed up to the clear blue southern California sky. When the
ball came back down, Pablo’s gaze went back to Victor’s unsmiling
face.

“So what do you want to do?” Victor
asked. “I suggested a bunch of stuff. You didn’t like any of
it.”

Pablo shrugged. “School’s only been out two
weeks. We can’t be out of stuff to do already. I’ll go crazy if the
whole summer is like this. I wish we could build a rocket and go to
Mars or something. That would be good.”

“You got a great imagination, dude,” said
Victor. He tossed the ball up again. It was hot outside, nearly 101
degrees. Although there was shade beneath the narrow porch roof and
beneath the tree-like cacti at the far side of the back yard, Pablo
felt a trickle of sweat on his neck and on his back. He rubbed his
neck and then kicked at a red pebble. He was a heavy-set boy with
short black hair and brown eyes. On his arm was a long scar he’d
gotten when he had tried to teach his horse, Rocky, to barrel race
one afternoon several months ago. “Last summer was fun, remember? I
got that big remote control Black Hawk helicopter for my birthday?
That thing was the best! We had it all over the place!”

“Yeah, and then you wrecked it. Flew it right
into the side of your garage. Totaled!”

“I know, I know,” said Victor. He held the
ball long enough to shrug his shoulders.

“We couldn’t fix it. But we tried.”

“There wasn’t enough glue in town to put that
thing back together,” said Victor.

Pablo nodded. Victor’s family, who lived on
the other side of the California desert town of Mitchell, was a big
one. Victor had two parents, four brothers and two sisters. With so
many kids, Victor’s parents were choosy when it came to big gifts.
And if destroyed, they weren’t replaced.

Leaning back on his elbows, Pablo looked back
at his house. It was small, but it was uniquely his family’s. When
his great-great-grandfather moved here from Mexico, he’d built this
place with the help of his two sons. When it was completed,
Frederico Chavez painted a small mural on the outer wall by the
front door. The mural showed the Chavez family, dancing and smiling
around the house. Colorful painted horses, goats and chickens
smiled from their pens and corrals.

Each generation since then had painted murals
on the outside walls of the house. There was a scene showing
Pablo’s great-grandfather in a World War II uniform, and a scene
showing the wedding of Pablo’s mother and father. Pablo’s
grandmother had painted a mural showing her making bread. When
Pablo’s father died of a heart attack at age 38, Pablo’s mother had
picked up the paints and created a tribute to him, a happy man
holding two young boys by the hand. One boy, Raul, age ten. One
boy, Pablo, age two. The murals now reached around to the back of
the house. With time and more Chavez generations in the house,
Pablo knew it would one day wrap all the way around to the front
again. Pablo wondered when it would be his turn to add something
important to the family portraits.

Victor tossed the ball once more, caught it,
and then tucked it under his arm. He walked over and sat on the
porch beside Pablo. Victor was shorter than Pablo, his black hair
longer. He wore a pair of denim shorts and a plain blue t-shirt.
The shoes of both boys were covered with the orange dust of
Mitchell.

“We can go to the elementary school and hang
out on the swings,” said Victor.

“Are you kidding?” asked Pablo. “I don’t want
people thinking we’re still elementary kids.”

“Don’t be dumb. They won’t think that. We’ve
been out of elementary school a whole year. Everybody knows we’re
going to be seventh graders at the middle school this
September.”

“I guess. But swinging gets boring after two
minutes.” He paused then said, “Know what I wish? That we could
figure out something to do so we’d get famous. That would be fun. I
want to be famous and rich.”

“That’s not going to happen today, amigo,”
said Victor.

“Maybe someday,” said Pablo.

“Maybe never.”

“Nope. Don’t say never. ‘Cause you never
know!”

“You just said never.”

“You know what I mean.”

Victor let the soccer ball drop to the dirt
at the bottom of the porch steps. Then he said, “Hey, let’s ride
over to the Miller’s Café.” He squinted at a lizard on the ground
that paused before darting under the porch step. “I like playing
those old pinball games. And Mr. Miller was supposed to be getting
another one in this week.”

“Horses or bikes?” asked Pablo.

“Let’s take bikes this time,” said Victor.
“You know what happened when you tied Rocky up to the light pole
last time. He nearly pulled it out of the ground when a truck on
the road backfired.”

“Yeah, okay,” said Pablo. “Bikes it is. You
got any money?”

Victor stood up and felt in his shorts
pocket. “A couple dollars in quarters. How about you?”

“I got dimes and some nickels.”

“Dimes and nickels don’t work.”

“I know that. Duh. I’ll trade ‘em at the
café.”

Sandy, Pablo’s new puppy, a mixed-breed of
golden retriever, collie, and something else, crawled from under
the porch and climbed up on the step beside Pablo. Her face was
crusted with dirt. She’d obviously been chasing lizards around
again. She put her front paws on Pablo’s lap and licked his
face.

“Hey, girl,” said Pablo. Then he looked down
at her paws. He pushed her off. “Sandy,” he said. “You have to
learn to stay out of that tar, you hear me? Mom will never let you
in the house if you’re tracking that stuff around.”

Sandy whined a little then wagged her tail.
Pablo’s backyard, which was made up of very little grass and a lot
of dirt, ended in the back at a wire fence that was part of the
horses’ corral. Along the fence next to the gate were some scrubby
creosote bushes and two Joshua trees. Beneath the two trees was a
shallow puddle of black tar. The puddle was about four feet long,
two feet wide, and only an inch or two deep. As far as Pablo knew,
the tar puddle had always been in the back yard by the fence.
Pablo’s great-great-grandfather, who had built the house in which
Pablo lived, told stories of how he had used the tar to help secure
the tiles on the roof and for sealing holes in old buckets. But
except for that, the tar puddle had been nothing but a nuisance to
the rest of the Chavez family.

Like now, when puppies got it all over their
feet and tracked it on their owners’ clean shorts.

“I’ll have to use turpentine and clean your
feet before I let you inside,” Pablo said to Sandy. Sandy grinned,
her little eyebrow ridges going up and down happily. “But not now.
Victor and I are going to the café. You just stay in the shade
under the house ‘til I get back.”

Pablo stood and brushed off his shorts.
Little traces of the tar were stuck to the brown material. “Just
great,” he mumbled. He pulled his shirt down over the tar marks and
went to the screen door. “I’ll just tell Mom we’re going,” he said
to Victor. “Maybe she’ll give me a little more money.”

“And maybe she’ll give you a list of
groceries to get at the store,” said Victor. “She did that last
time, remember? Let’s just go.”

“I got to tell her,” said Pablo. He pressed
his face into the mesh of the screen and called, “Hey Mom! Victor
and I are going to ride our bikes over to the....”

And suddenly, the horses in the corral began
to whinny. Pablo turned from the door and stared. “What’s the
matter with them?” he asked.

All five horses had begun snorting and pacing
in tight circles in the dust of the corral. Rocky, Pablo’s paint
gelding, had his nose high and his eyes wide. He snorted loudly.
All the horses whinnied again.

Victor, standing on the ground at the bottom
of the steps, clutched his soccer ball and said, “I don’t
know.”

And then it happened.

It showed first in the shimmering spines of
the Joshua trees. They shook as if a wind had caught them off
guard. Then, the whole earth was shaking.

“Earthquake!” cried Pablo. He fell against
the screen door, his hands bracing the doorframe. Victor dropped to
his knees and put his hands over his head. The deflated soccer
ball, with the help of the pulsing earth, rolled several feet away
from him.

It was as if the ground was caught up in a
fast parachute game. Up and down it went, rattling and rolling.
Holding tight to the doorframe, Pablo watched as the world did a
wild dance before his eyes. He could hear Sandy, under the porch
now, whining in fear. He could see the horses in the corral running
and tumbling to their knees, then clamoring up again.

And it stopped.

It was over as quickly as it had started.

Pablo didn’t move. He waited to see if the
world had really stopped moving or he’d lost his sense of
reality.

“Oh, man,” said Victor.

“Oh, man is right,” whistled Pablo.

Pablo stepped away from the doorframe, only
now aware of the splinter from the wood that had gone deep into the
palm of his hand. He grimaced, grit his teeth, and grasped the end
of the splinter between his fingers. It came out with a tug,
leaving a little spot of blood.

“You okay?” asked Victor.

“Yeah, sure,” said Pablo.

“Pablo!” came a cry from inside the house. It
was Pablo’s mother. In a second, she was pushing through the screen
door out onto the porch, a dishtowel in one hand, a look of worry
in her eyes.

“Mom,” Pablo began. “I’m....”

“Oh, Pablo,” said his mother. “Are you okay?”
She grabbed Pablo in a tight hug. She was a short, chubby woman
with jet-black hair, and Pablo was almost as tall as she was. He
glanced over her shoulder at Victor and hoped he didn’t look too
stupid. “Pablo, I hope you’re all right!”

“Yes, yes, I’m okay,” said Pablo. His mouth
could hardly move, his mother was hugging him so tightly. The words
came out in a mumble. “Really. It wasn’t much of a quake. I just
got a splinter.”

Mrs. Chavez stood back from Pablo, still
holding his arms. “A splinter? Let me see!”

“It’s nothing,” said Pablo.

“But let me see!” His mother’s dark eyebrows
were creased with concern. Pablo held up his hand. His mother made
a little tsking sound through her lips, then said, “You
think you’ll get infection? Come inside, I’ll fix that.”

Pablo pulled his hand away. His mom was
great, but much too overprotective at times. “No, it won’t get
infection. I won’t let it get infected.”

Mrs. Chavez shook her head in resignation
then looked at Victor in the yard. She put her hands on her hips
and frowned. “And how about you, Victor? You get hurt?”

Victor shook his head. Mrs. Chavez took a
deep breath. “Well, you two are just fine, then?”

“Fine,” said Pablo. He almost wanted to laugh
but bit the inside of his cheek to keep from doing so. Mrs. Chavez
noticed this.

“You laughing, Pablo?” she asked.

Pablo began to grin. He couldn’t help it.
“No,” he said.

His mother put her face down to his, almost
nose to nose. “You laughing, Pablo?”

Pablo began to laugh. Victor began to laugh,
too. “Ah, what should I do?” Mrs. Chavez threw up her hands, but
Pablo could see that there was a sparkle of humor in the corners of
her eyes. “What I should do when I find my boy knocked out after a
quake? Laugh it away? You didn’t even come see me when Rocky threw
you off and you cut your arm wide open. I had to ask why you had
blood all down the sleeve of your shirt!”

“I know, Mom,” said Pablo. “But I’m really
okay.”

“Mmm-hmm,” said Mrs. Chavez. She wiped her
face with the dishrag. “If I didn’t ask you would never get those
stitches in your arm and it would have rotted and fallen off, you
know.”

“I know, Mom, but this was only a splinter
and I got it out already.”

“Well, you let me know it gets worse,
Pablo.”

“I will,” said Pablo.

“He will,” said Victor.

Mrs. Chavez gave both boys a long look, then
opened the screen door and went inside. The screen door slammed
behind her. Suddenly, Pablo remembered.

“Mom!” he called. “We’re going to the café.
Got any extra quarters?”

 



Chapter 2

Miller’s Café was on
Dry Creek Road near the center of town, between an Exxon gas
station and a combination antique and gift shop. Pablo and Victor
raised their left hands to indicate a right turn then pulled off
onto the café parking lot. It was still early in the afternoon, and
the few cars meant that only a couple of people were inside,
soaking up the air conditioning and ice cold drinks.

There was a rusty bike rack at the edge of
the lot, put there, Pablo knew, because the owner of the café,
Garnett Miller, liked kids and enjoyed having them hang around and
spend their quarters. Garnett’s daughter, Lauren, who spent a lot
of summer days in the cool of the café, also liked it when town
kids visited.

Victor pushed open the café’s wooden door and
went inside. Pablo followed.

The rush of cold air greeted the two boys in
a welcomed embrace. Pablo, who had worn his black cowboy hat to
keep the sun off his face, swept it from his head and hung it on a
tall wooden stand by the door.

The café was small and clean. There was a
long yellow and white counter with ten stools. Two of the stools
were occupied by old men with kind, wrinkled faces. Along the wall
below the windows were booths with vinyl-covered seats. Pinball
machines stood beside the restroom doors. The café walls were
decorated with desert artwork, paintings by local
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