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Treasure Hunt

	Tyler’s eyes are fixed on the TV. His hands palm a game controller. A figure cloaked in red sprints into a thick mist and a fire-spitting dragon gives chase. Tyler thumbs a button; the figure turns, hurls his club, and the dragon explodes into a thousand bits. Tyler sits back, satisfied. Just as he is about to start the next level, a hand reaches over and turns off the screen.

	“Granny,” Tyler objects.

	“It’s after noon. You’ve been at it an hour longer than we agreed. It’s time to stop.”

	“That’s not fair.” Tyler’s voice is quiet, but carries an edge.

	“Watch it,” his grandmother warns. “Or I’ll dock you.”

	Tyler knows she won’t. She’s a softie.

	“Anyway,” she says. “It’s time to go. The treasure hunt. Remember?”

	“That’s today?” Tyler pretends surprise.

	“Yes, we talked about it. Remember?”

	Tyler deflects. “Granny, that’s a baby thing. None of my friends are going. They’re all at the skate park.”

	This is a lie. Tyler has no friends.

	“It’s paid for and you’re going,” she says. “Put your shoes on and get a jacket.” She leans into the back of his chair. “And leave your phone at home. The form said no phones.”

	Tyler doesn’t move and she jiggles his shoulder. Tyler sighs.

	When his grandmother had found the eye-catching lime green flyer in his backpack last month, her eyes had lit up. “For ages eight to ten,” was printed in italic script at the top of the paper. The next line, in large block letters, announced: “The Great Santa Cruz Treasure Hunt.” And then, the teasers: “Do you like to solve clues? Discover some of our city’s hidden gems? Learn some local history?”

	“Tyler, sweetie, this sounds like so much fun,” she’d gushed. “An afternoon outside, seeing new things. You’ll meet some new kids.”

	Not much excited Granny anymore, so Tyler had pretended he wanted to go. He just assumed that when the day came, he’d be back with his mom.

	Now, it is that day. And he isn’t back with his mom.

	“Five minutes,” his grandmother says as she shuffles out of the room.

	Tyler gets up from his chair and plops down on the unmade bed next to the desk holding the precious gaming equipment. The TV, PlayStation, and games were given to him by his aunt and uncle when he moved here. He covers everything with a towel, slips on his tennis shoes, grabs his navy Bayview Elementary sweatshirt off the floor, and drops his phone into the front pocket of his jeans. He’s tall for a ten-year-old and his pants are loose. The baggy sweatshirt covers the top of his pockets. Granny won’t notice.

	But she does. Just as she is about to leave, after they checked in at the registration table, she holds out her hand. 

	“Phone.”

	Tyler tries his hang-dog look; it usually works.

	“Hand it over.” She eyes him. “You stood there and lied. The woman asked you straight up if you had any devices and you said no. Give it to me.”

	Slowly, Tyler reaches into his pocket and pulls out his phone. He’s terrified his grandmother will lose it or break it. He always has that phone with him. Just in case.

	“I’ll be back at five,” his grandmother says.

	Tyler’s throat is dry as she slides the phone into her purse.

	“Have fun.”

	She turns, gives him a backwards wave, and leans on her cane as she slowly navigates her way to the car.

	•          •          •

	“Listen up, everyone. Listen up.”

	The man standing in front of the crowd of children gathered on the baseball field bleachers is trying, but his voice isn’t loud and doesn’t carry. Kids are laughing, stomping up and down the risers, throwing paper, shouting.

	Tyler, sitting in the top row, sees a few boys he knows from school, from his grade even, but not his class. It seems like everyone, except for him, has a friend. Tyler puts his chin in his hands and stares at his feet. The shouting and hooting grow louder, just like recess on Tuesdays, with the playground monitor who never pays attention.

	Finally, someone blows a whistle, a rapid toot that cuts through the chaos. A woman with brownish-red hair in a pony tail holds an orange megaphone in one hand and the whistle to her lips. She reminds Tyler of the aide in his PE class.

	“Hey, kids.” Her voice through the megaphone is slightly fuzzy, but loud. “Hey,” she yells. Her voice roars through the speaker and the crowd quiets.

	“Here’s how it works. Ready?”

	She lowers the megaphone and puts her hand to her ear, waiting for a response. She is smiling. Some of the boys bang their feet on the metal risers. She pulls her ear forward in exaggeration. This time, the reply is deafening; shouts, hoots, feet-banging. The woman laughs and lifts the megaphone.

	“We divide into three teams. You were given your team number when you signed in. Every team gets the same clues. You have to figure out where the clues are taking us. At each spot, you have to find a plastic egg. Then we get a team photo, with everyone goofing.”

	A girl raises her hand. Tyler can’t hear the question, just the answer.

	“Yes, it looks just like an Easter egg. Team One will look for red eggs, Team Two for blue ones, and Team Three for yellow. After you find the egg, your team leader will take a picture. You have some time to explore, and then you’re on to the next location.”

	She pauses and turns toward the man standing next to her, the one trying to corral the group earlier. He whispers something and she nods.

	“Everyone gets a prize,” she shouts. “There are prizes for the slowest team. Yes, the slowest. We want you to take your time. There are also prizes for the goofiest picture. And prizes for the best team name, as judged by Dexter here, the organizer of this event.”

	There is a smattering of applause.

	“So, let’s get started. Group One, stay here. Come on down to the front. Two, head on over to the snack shack. And Three, meet over by the restrooms.”

	Kids run in all directions. Tyler walks slowly down the bleachers, row by row, stepping from one riser to the next. When he reaches the first row, the woman with the megaphone and whistle greets him.

	“Hi there, I’m Shelby. Team One leader. What’s your name?”

	“Tyler.”

	“Great. Get a name tag.” She gestures to the stack of labels and markers.

	As Tyler scribbles his name on a label and slaps it on his sweatshirt, he glances at the other kids in his group. Ten in all; mostly girls. A group of four giggly ones, who must be friends, and three others, who are eyeing each other cautiously. The two boys are brothers. They both have short dark hair and moon faces.

	“First, let’s introduce ourselves. Name and grade. I’m Shelby. No grade. Dexter, the other leader, will meet us at the van.” She points to Tyler. “Go.”

	As Tyler says his name and his grade, “Fourth,” the older brother snickers. Because he’s so tall, most kids assume he’s been held back at least once, if not twice.

	The girls’ voices chime with excitement as they recite their names and grades, but to Tyler, they’re indistinguishable: “Chloe, Natalie, Nicole, Chrissy, Emily, Paula, Paige.” Fourth and third grades. The brothers will be easier: Andy and Jesse. Also fourth and third.

	Once introductions are over, Shelby says, “Okay, now we need a name for our team. Huddle up. The only rule is that you have to use ‘Santa Cruz’. Like the Warriors, as in The Santa Cruz Warriors.”

	Some of the girls behind Tyler whisper, “Who’s that?” It’s followed by a few shh’s and Be quiet’s.

	Shelby clarifies, “You know, our basketball team. They play downtown. In the tent?”

	The girls are quiet, but the brothers hoot in acknowledgement.

	Tyler thinks she should have used “The Santa Cruz Derby Girls” for the example instead. Everyone knows them; even his Granny.

	•          •          •

	When Shelby’s brother Dexter, Assistant Manager of the Santa Cruz Parks & Recreation Department, had first floated this idea, her response had been, “How is that possibly going to work?”

	But Dexter, ever the optimist, had countered with his plan: thirty kids, three teams, two adults per team, plus two staffers. They’d use city vans and hire drivers. Each team would go to the same three places — forest, city park, and beach — but not at the same time. At the end, everyone would win with a pizza party and a t-shirt. The thirty slots were advertised in the Parks & Recreation circular and flyers were sent home with all third through fifth graders in the public schools.

	Within a week, there was a waiting list. After overcoming a mountain of bureaucratic obstacles, here they are, on a beautiful Saturday afternoon in October, at the baseball diamond in Harvey West Park.

	Shelby can hear kids by the snack shack already shouting out names: “The Santa Cruz Mountain Lions, The Santa Cruz Purple Penguins, The Santa Cruz Banana Slugs, Santa Cruz Skaters.”

	“Okay, Team One,” she yells. “What do you have?”

	Silence, then one of the girls pops out with, “The Santa Cruz Pink Ponies?,” while the older brother scoffs and shouts, “Santa Cruz Shreds.”

	“Anything else?”

	Nothing.

	Shelby says, “Let’s combine them. How about The Santa Cruz Shredded Pink Ponies?” That earns a laugh. “Or, Pink Shredders of Santa Cruz?”

	The girl who made the suggestion replies, a bit doubtful, “I guess so,” while the brother shrugs, whatever.

	Shelby calls, “Okay, Pink Shredders, let’s head out.”

	No one moves.

	“Let’s go, Pink Shredders,” Shelby shouts, laughing, hoping her voice is enthusiastic and infectious enough to get the kids on their feet. She blows the whistle in short staccato taps and gestures with her arms: Move.

	Tyler stands up first, followed by the brothers. The girls rise, and in their separate groups of three and four, carve their own paths down the bleachers.

	•          •          •

	By the time Shelby’s group reaches the parking lot, the other teams have already left. The two brothers board the van first and claim the back. The girls follow and spread out in the middle — three on the left, four on the right. Tyler is the last to climb in. He slides into the second row of seats on the left, squeezing in by the window. Shelby drops into the front seat on the right; Dexter, sweaty and frazzled, bounds up the steps five minutes later and sinks into the seat across from Tyler.

	She turns around and he mouths, “Sorry.”

	The van pulls out of the lot. Shelby opens the manila folder that Dexter handed her earlier. “Team One” is written on the front. She rifles through the emergency contact forms and other paperwork and finds an envelope labeled “Clue One”.

	Shelby is working her finger under the flap when she hears Dexter ask, “How many of you have been to Harvey West?”

	Shelby turns around in time to see almost all of the kids’ hands go up. Everyone except Tyler’s.

	Dexter stares at him for just an instant, and then asks, “Anyone know who Harvey West was?”

	One of the girls says, “He was real?”

	“He was,” Dexter nods. “He was born in Soquel in the late 1800s. He made a lot of money in lumber and donated this land to the city in 1955. He bought more land later and donated it too. Over the years, the city added the fields, pool, playground, picnic areas, and clubhouse. Plus the buildings. Pretty cool
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