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NORTH ALBANY, NY

Spring, 1979

––––––––
[image: ]


Why does homework have to suck so bad?

Anyway, I’m plowing through my algebra homework when a noise echoes from downstairs. A loud bang, I should say. It startles me. Sends a cold wave down my spine, makes my stomach go tight, my mouth dry. 

I’m home alone. 

Pops works till dark in the late spring, and right now he’s out of town. He’s at least fifty miles away. It’s what he calls, making the most of the daylight. He sounds like John Wayne when he says it. John Wayne died a couple years ago, but Dad thinks he’s still alive. That a man as big, strong, and take-no-shit tough as John Wayne could never die. Maybe he thinks Elvis is still alive too. I hate Elvis. 

Right now, though, I sort of wish John Wayne was standing beside me, because I can hear somebody breaking into the house downstairs. The noise makes my heart pump fast in my chest. It’s nothing like when I see Monique Valley, my sort of girlfriend, hop onto the school bus in the mornings, her long dark hair freshly washed and combed, her short skirt riding up her smooth, milky thighs. No, this is more like when Mr. Berner, my high school homeroom teacher, sends me to the principal for doing something stupid—like breaking into the high school’s basement because rumor had it there’s a fully developed fetus stored inside a clear jar filled with embalming fluid. 

Berner and me have a love/hate relationship. He loves to hate me. He’s accused me of being a thief, a treasure hunter, and even a grave robber in the making. But like I’ve told him,—I can’t help myself. If something is old, and I mean like really old, or if there’s something mysterious and magical about it, you can count on me to do whatever it takes to dig it up. 

That’s who I am. That’s how I’m wired. You can’t change it, any more than you can switch from being right handed to left handed or vice versa. So then, maybe this is a good time to introduce myself. I’m Chase Baker, proud sandhogger’s apprentice, future novelist, and yeah, all right I’ll admit it—treasure hunter. 

Welcome to my world. 

Another bang. 

Louder this time. 

This is disconcerting—one of my favorite new words. Things don’t usually go bang downstairs when I’m upstairs doing homework in my bedroom . . . just like Pops wants. Aw, hell. Just like Pops insists I do as soon as I get home from school. I guess he knows if I don’t do it right away I’ll just blow it off for something more exciting like exploring in the farm fields behind the nearby elementary school with my Radio Shack metal detector. Plus, I hate math, and math hates me, so at least we have that established. 

But right now, I’m not thinking about math or metal detectors. I’m thinking about the noise downstairs. My heart is in my throat, my pulse is soaring, and my brain is buzzing with adrenalin. I turn around in my desk chair, take a look around the bedroom at the posters of The Beatles and The Who. The world map, covered with thumbtacks indicating the places I’ve been with Pops on the many sandhogging jobs he’s carried out for his university archaeological clients. Egypt, China, Peru . . . Right now I wish I were on a plane. 

But I’m not on a plane. 

I’m stuck home all alone while somebody is trying to break in. 

Yet another loud bang. 

Then a rattling and something dropping hard into the kitchen sink. I don’t have to see it first hand to know what’s just happened. The screen on the kitchen window above the metal sink has just been busted out. 

I slide out my chair, rise up fast, feel the dizziness settle in. 

Breathe, Chase, man. Breathe, or you’re gonna pass out . . . Imagine how that would look tomorrow in homeroom? Chase Baker passes out while home is robbed! 

Chase the self-conscious teen. 

Options: Sneak into Dad’s bedroom and call the cops. Or, find a baseball bat and face down the intruder like a real man. But I’m only fifteen and five feet five inches tall. I don’t even weigh one hundred fifty pounds yet. What if the intruder is a big dude? What if he’s armed? 

That’s when it hits me. 

A gun. Dad’s got a freakin’ gun. 

I quietly exit the bedroom, make my way down the narrow hall and into Dad's bedroom. I pull open the drawer in his nightstand and find precisely what I’m looking for. 

Dad’s Colt .45. 

It takes some muscle, but I pull back on the slide and allow a round to enter the chamber. No worries. Dad has already taught me how to shoot. I can hit a Campbell’s Soup can with both eyes open at twenty yards. But I have to keep both hands on the gun, or it will fly back in my face when I fire. 

More banging, followed by someone shushing someone else. 

Oh God, there’s two of them. Maybe more. 

My body is shaking, knees buckling, throat constricting. I should call the cops. But what if the cops show up and the bad guys get so pissed off they do something horrible to me? The time to call the cops is while they’re breaking in, not when they’re already breathing down my neck. I have to handle this one on my own. I have to be a man for the first time in my life. Chase the courageous. Or is it Chase the stupid? 

I tip-toe out of the bedroom back out into the corridor and head for the stairs. 

I hear mumbling coming from the kitchen while I begin my descent down the staircase. Mumbling, interspersed with little guffaws of laughter. Are these guys drunk? It’s not even five o’clock in the afternoon. But then, some of the guys who work on my Pop’s job sites sneak away at lunch break to drink beers. 

I make out footsteps in the kitchen. They’re making their way out of the kitchen and into the vestibule of our two-story, raised ranch home. I continue my descent into the unknown, pistol gripped in both hands, index finger on the trigger, safety off. Two more steps down, and I’ll be face to face with them. 

“You can do this, Chase,” I whisper to myself. “You...can...do...it.”

I make out their footsteps and more bursts of laughter. 

Whoever broke in has to be drunk or on drugs . . . or both. This is worse than I thought.

I descend the two final steps. That’s when I swing the pistol around, take aim. 

I shoot. 
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Here’s the deal: I didn’t mean to shoot. 

My finger was on the trigger and in all the excitement, I kind of pressed down on it. The bullet destroyed the antique mirror hanging on the vestibule wall. The glass shattered into a thousand pieces. 

Seven years bad luck. I’m screwed now. 

The shattering is followed by screams. Two boys my own age are now down on the vestibule floor screaming like girls. 

“What the hell, Chase!” one of them belts out. 

My friend Dylan Baily, a.k.a. Baily,He raises his head. He’s got this look on his round, freckled face like he just crapped himself. The boy lying beside him, his arms covering his head, is John Wilcox, a.k.a. Twigs. 

“Baily!” I shout, “Twigs! Are you freakin’ crazy? What the hell are you doin’?”

Twigs moves his arms, shifts himself up onto his knees. 

He says, “Brainless here thought it would be a real laugh to break into your house and scare the shit out of you.” He’s breathing heavily. “He thought we’d catch you spanking the monkey or maybe boffing Monique Valley on the couch.”

“I don’t do that shit,” I lie. “Meaning I don’t spank the monkey.”

“Oh, so that means you and Monique are doing it?” Baily says, voice sprinkled with sarcasm. 

I have this sneaking suspicion that Baily has a major crush on Monique and is jealous as hell that she chose me to be her boyfriend. That said, he’s always being mean to me about her and mean to her about me. Chalk it up to a teenage love triangle.  

“Ummm, sure,” I lie once more. “Monique and I get it on all the time.” 

In my head, I see Monique. She’s tall. Taller than me, with long black hair and perky boobs, and a butt so perfect Twigs claims it makes him want to cry.. I’d known Monique since second grade and had been carrying a crush on her like pigs carry dirt. Now, she’s my official unofficial girlfriend, which means we sometimes kiss and hold hands if we’re lucky enough to be alone. We also talk on the phone six times a day, which I hate. Why don’t girls get that boys hate talking on the phone?  

Baily stands. 

He’s taller than most in our class and pretty muscular for a guy who’s voice still squeaks when he talks. His hair is thick and red, and it matches his freckled cheeks perfectly. He screams Irish, but if you were to call him Red or Freckles to his face, chances are you’d get a swift wallop to the nose. Baily not only lifts weights, but he takes boxing lessons every Saturday morning at the Free Gym in downtown Albany. 

Twigs is a different story. 

First of all, his nickname fits him to a T. He’s taller than the rest of us, even Baily. But skinny. Gangly according to Pops. He made the JV basketball team just because he’s the tallest kid in the class and they needed a center. But he’s a spaz when it comes to making baskets. He’s got spunk though, and that spunk more than makes up for the muscles that have yet to find their way to his bones. 

He likes to use his long arms and fingers like a claw. In other words, when you least expect it, you’re liable to feel a big hand grabbing hold of your face followed by a high-pitched, falsetto voice shouting, “The clawwwwwww!!!!” Sometimes “the claw” will be replaced with “The Lariatttt!!!” or simply, “Reachhingggg!!!” But the point is the same. To catch you by surprise and, if at all possible, to make you crap yourself. The three of us might be tighter than Twig’s pearl white BVDs, but we love to scare the hell out of one another. Which explains their breaking into my house and my fucking up by shooting out Pops’ antique mirror.

And speaking of Pops, my amigos must have somehow figured out he wasn’t home, because never in a million years would they be stupid or fearless enough to attempt a break-in when he was guarding the castle. Pops might not be the tallest dude in the world, but he can bench press three-fifteen eight times. He owns guns, and he don’t take no shit (Remember the John Wayne thing).  

“Where’d you get the fucking hand cannon, dude?” Baily asks. “Your old man know you have that?”

“It’s his pistol, duh,” I say, staring into the destroyed mirror. “You’re lucky he’s not home, or you’d both be full of holes.”

“His Jeep is gone,” Baily explains. 

I see my face reflected a million times in the scattered triangles of cracked glass. My too-freakin’-thick black hair, my round face, the red blemish from a pimple I popped on my left cheek last night, the hint of sporadic facial hair creeping in. I would never say this to the others, but I’m hoping to grow a mustache like Tom Selleck by this time next year. Tom Selleck is the star of that show, Magnum PI. He’s badass. 

Then, a wide, sweaty, smelly hand suddenly plants on my face. 

“The clawwwwwwww!!!!” 

The hand hooks onto my chin and jaw pulling me completely around. 

“Fuck you, Twigs!” I shout. 

But the two of them are laughing so hard they might piss their Levis. 

“Okay,” I say when the hand is removed. “So, what the hell is the deal? What’s so important you gotta break into my house?”

I head into the kitchen, set the .45 onto the counter, go to the kitchen sink. Hopping up onto the counter, I replace the screen, then jump back down to the floor. At least I won’t get chewed out for that. 

“You know that rich old dude
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