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In life, timing is
everything


CHAPTER 1

 


 


 


Greg Thompson screamed down
the two-lane highway, windows down and wind in his dirty blond
hair. The old, tan Toyota T100 looked shabby on the outside, but
ran strong in the heat of the rolling desert hills. Greg punched
the gas to hear the throaty growl of the engine. His smile widened
as he closed on the treasure.

"South along the fence, third stretch from gate
opening, then two steps west..." Greg read from the rebound
notebook lying on the seat next to him.

Studying the treasure map; near the middle of town
there was a large X opposite a symbol for a post office. Tracing
his finger over the paper, there appeared to be no houses across
from the post office. He had looked up a real map of the town on
the Internet before leaving on the treasure hunt and the area
appeared to be as described on the map. He knew there was a fence
and hopefully it hadn't been removed since the treasure, or
whenever that was, was hidden nearby.

His anticipation ran high, resulting in side
effects: a heavy foot and sweaty palms. Putting feet on the ground
would be a far different experience from the overhead view he had
studied.

By the time he noticed he'd reached the town, the
post office was already coming up on his left. Greg braked hard and
threw up a cloud of dust as he turned into a gravel parking spot
across the road.

Calm settled on the area as the engine was switched
off and the young man climbed out of his truck. After surveying the
area, Greg went around back and slung his father’s old Army
rucksack across his back. It was huge and empty, except for a
folded-up camping shovel in a plastic case attached to the side.
Greg hoped the pack would be large enough, but he decided he
wouldn't mind having to make two trips!

Anyone noticing him would see an average
sixteen-year-old boy, slightly below average height, in shorts and
a baseball t-shirt walking away from his truck. What they couldn't
see was that this boy was on a path that would change his life
forever.

Past a scattering of large boulders surrounding a
historical marker, Greg made his way down a small draw, following
the directions on the map. Up on the hill ahead of him, he thought
he saw the fence but from his distance, it could have just been his
imagination.

Greg carefully made his way down the rocky terrain,
then started uphill.

For another fifteen minutes, he had to consciously
work to still his excitement, and not take off in a sprint. His
mind was lost in the past, but the feeling of urgency pulled him
forward. He let out a breath, calming himself down. Exhausting
yourself to the get to the treasure is absurd, he
reprimanded.

For four years he had known about the possibility of
other treasure stashes, three had been marked on the map. But
during this time, he had not really considered making the journey
over the mountains to investigate the Silver City site. Even in the
last four months, with his newly found freedom of his license and
his truck, the idea to come after the treasure was just not in him.
It took a wake-up call from his past to get his mind to think
beyond another lazy summer day on the river. Now Greg felt tremors
in his chest as he walked alone in the empty landscape.

The fence appeared before him. It was an old split
wood and it zigzagged back and forth like a snake on the move.
Toward the crest of the hill, supports jutted out and thick posts
were sunk into the rocky ground. That must be the opening,
Greg thought to himself. He changed directions, making for the
gate, hoping this fence hadn't been moved since it was built. He
vaulted to the far side of the fifth zag from the gate. He spied a
flat rock a few paces away; right where his directions
indicated.

 


With the sandstone boulder pulled away, Greg dug.
The miniature field shovel did slow work, slinging more dusty earth
up into the air than carrying it on its blade. A foot from the
surface, the shovel bit wood. The sound came back hollow. Sweating
hard, Greg uncovered a rectangular patch of wood, nailed together
and encrusted with dirt. He tossed the top aside and looked down
into the shallow chamber. Boards walled the enclosure, holding the
earth back from a wooden weapons crate.

Greg plopped down on the pile of dirt with a heavy
sigh and huge grin. His trip had not been in vain.

He scanned the landscape once again making sure he
was still alone.

Digging in with his knees, Greg lugged the big box
from its resting place. "This one is bigger than the last one,"
Greg muttered to the empty area. Using the small shovel as a
pry-bar, he worked the top of the crate free and tore open the
moisture barring plastic.

A burlap sack was the first thing that greeted him.
Pulling at the twine fabric, he discovered something flat. He drew
it out, but before he could inspect it, he gasped at what was
beneath.

Treasure.

Lots of treasure.

It was just how he remembered when he was twelve
years old. Chelsea jumping up and down, Zach reeled back with a
silent whoop, covering his mouth and air hissing. The elation of
finding an actual treasure stash...

Greg shook the memory away and stared at the cache,
his eyes wide. He raised his gaze, but this time he was alone, his
old friends were not with him. He glanced back at his prize, struck
by wonder.

There were stacks of Canadian money: red fifties
with both the French and English spelling...

Jewelry: Strings of pearls, tarnished rings, gold
chains...

Loose stones in pouches: tiny diamonds, rubies, dark
blue almond shaped gems...

A bright stiletto knife in a leather sheath...

A sparkling silver tiara...

Gold and silver coins...

And, a large bronze coin.

Greg drew the coin from the jumble.

It was just like the one he had given his brother...
The very last time he had seen him... Greg paused and one side of
his mouth pulled up. He put the coin in his front pocket and went
for the burlap sack.

The top was secured with a shoestring knot. Greg
pulled it open and drew out the flat object inside. As he slid it
out of the bag, he had already guessed what it was. A painting.

Greg studied the canvas. To him, it looked
unremarkable; three people surrounding a piano on a checked floor,
there were two other paintings on the wall behind them. Two
instruments were lying under and on a table, along with what
appeared to be a draped blanket, slightly in the foreground. He was
given the impression of it being an ordinary painting, but it was
definitely old. And if it was in this stash, it had to be worth
something. He put it back in its protective sack and started to
pile the rest of the loot into his rucksack.

Halfway through the hurried procedure, Greg noticed
writing on the inside of the lid to the crate. Continuing to pack
his spoils, his mind flashed back to an identical inscription in
the little book containing the treasure map. Find what they
fear was scrawled in red paint on the old wood. Goosebumps
broke out on his arms, despite the hot summer sun.

He filled the rucksack, even the three pouches sewn
on the outside were stuffed with cash rather than rain gear. The
crate was finally empty and Greg started to drop it back in the
braced hole, but paused. He dug a jeweled tiara and a single bundle
of cash out of the bag, then dropped them into the bottom of the
crate. Who knows, someone else might come along. Wouldn't want
to be selfish and keep it all...

With the treasure site returned to its original
state, Greg lifted the bulging pack onto his back. It must have
weighed a third of his body weight, but he was pleased with every
pound. Sweating in the sun, Greg dusted himself off and made a last
check of his surroundings. Satisfied with the results of his clean
up, he half-squatted to pick up the painting in the burlap sack.
With the art under his arm, the wealthy boy took off back down the
hill in the direction of his ride.

A tumbleweed drifted past the front of the tan truck
as he panted his way to his vehicle. Greg swung the pack off his
shoulders and swung the bag into the passenger seat of his
truck.

Oblivious to his surroundings, a voice made Greg
jump.

"Doing some painting up there?" A man said from over
by the monument.

Greg turned around as if he had just been caught
trespassing. His smile tightened as the man pointed to the painting
resting against the rear tire. The corner of the canvas was poking
out, exposing part of the treasure to view. The man walked over and
picked up the covered painting as Greg finished shoving the bulging
pack into place. He began to protest, but the middle-aged man,
dressed in jeans and a red flannel work shirt, a camera looped over
his neck, had already unsheathed the painting.

"I used to paint when I was younger, still do
sometimes. Let's see what you did! I love desert landscapes..." The
fluffy grey-haired man trailed off, surprised to find something
very different from what he expected. The painting was upside down,
and the uninvited critic turned it upright with a frown. He studied
it intently.

"Oh, yeah," Greg yammered. "I, uh, don't like to do
landscapes... I just come out here for, uh, the solitude, ya
know..."

"Mmmm," The man said. Greg reached out and took the
painting from him, and pulled the sack back over it.

"Did you really paint that?" The man said in a daze.
"No, no you didn't do that."

Greg flashed a smile and put the painting in the
cab, slamming the door.

"Where did you come from? You didn't just steal that
did you? What's in that backpack?" The man said, becoming more and
more suspicious.

"No, uh, I didn't paint that. I was using it as
inspiration," Greg answered, backing up and going around to the
driver's side. "All my painting gear, lunch, and a jacket are in
the bag. I swear I haven't stolen a thing..."

Greg jumped into the front seat and brought the
truck to life. He backed up hastily, on the edge of fleeing. He
shot a wave to the nosey man standing next to the monument, then
drove away.

Greg felt like he had just been electrocuted, and
some of the power hadn't left his body. His eyes kept jumping to
his rear-view mirror to make sure the pushy sometimes-painter was
not trying to chase him down. After about a mile, the paranoia
subsided enough to realize that he was going south out of Silver
City, rather than back the way he came. With turning around out of
the question, he decided to just go through Carson City and up
around the backside of Lake Tahoe rather than going through Reno to
get to Highway 80.

He drove through Carson City, then out along the
ranch roads masquerading as highways, following the signs to South
Lake Tahoe. He was utterly alone on the roads, not many out in the
middle of a weekday. Greg's mind wandered in the solitude with his
stereo uncharacteristically in the off position. With just the
sound of the wind and road in his ears, he thought about how he was
going to divide up the loot. Chelsea lived in Ventura, and he was
not sure about shipping a box full of money. Maybe he could take
another road trip? But the distance down to Southern California
would take longer than his mom would be gone at work. That would
require some serious planning. And what about Zach? Should he just
show up at his house and hand over a partial cut, claiming the pot
was smaller than the last. He doubted his former friend would be
thrilled to know he went after a second stash without him. But, the
map was given to Greg, after all...

The bronze coin jumped into his mind, and Greg
fished it out of his pocket and held it up to his eye level, taking
quick glances as he drove the winding road along the east side of
the alpine lake.

The slice of metal was substantial, not light like a
quarter or even half dollar. The backside had a warn hourglass, the
sand half full in each bulb, and Latin words encompassing the old
sand timer. The front had the profile of a woman, high cheekbones,
long hair and a sharp nose.

Greg, like his brother before him, felt the weight
of the coin with one hand, and decided to give it a flip. Greg's
thumb sprung away from his forefinger and the coin shot up in the
cab of the truck. A pleasant tone was produced by the resonance of
the flip

At its zenith, Greg Thompson, an unemployed
sixteen-year-old from Grass Valley, accidentally activated a time
coin, and was winked out of his place in the arrow of
time.

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 2

 


 


 


Four years earlier

 


In 2011, four hundred and thirty-six people died in
the United States that were unable to be identified. Most of these
John or Jane Does just need time in order to be identified through
various means. Sometimes months or years pass before a name can be
put to the remains. But, still there are cases left unsolved on
file with the National Unidentified Persons System. In the rare
event that one of these unidentified souls has valuable personal
property with them at the time of their death. The belongings are
documented and held by the local law enforcement for a minimum of
seven years, or until the closest next of kin can be found and take
possession of the property. Should the remains ever fail to be
identified after this period, the case becomes inactive and the
property is sold at auction.

This would have been the case with a particular
bronze coin, had not a series of seemingly random events kept it
out of the hands of the proper authorities.

 


Grass Valley's coroner was out on another call the
morning that John Doe was hit and killed at the intersection of
Mill Street and McCourtney Road. The highway patrolman did a
cursory search of the body, finding nothing to assist in the
identification of the transient. His shopping cart, full of camping
equipment and recyclables, also yielded nothing for his report.
Figuring that the county coroner would take at least two hours to
clear his current call and return to town, Carter followed one of
the unofficial policies of the rural communities he worked. Calling
to dispatch, he requested the local funeral home send a removal van
over so as to get the body, a victim of a hit-and-run, off the
street so that he could finish his paperwork and begin the search
for the white sedan that was described by his three young
witnesses.

What a rough thing for them to see, the
stone-faced Carter thought as he finished photographing the scene.
He had two young boys himself, and hoped they would never see
something similar to what was described to him by the
witnesses.

The body was under a yellow sheet and the children
had left on their bikes when the dull gold cargo van arrived from
Fellowship of Saints Funeral Home. Jasper Grant, one of the
morticians at the home, got the call and brought the van over, very
familiar with the procedure.

"How you doing, Sir?" Jasper said to the tan
uniformed patrolman who was scribbling on a clipboard next to the
body.

Jasper was of average height; dark skinned with dark
freckles across his cheeks, and wore a cheap light-brown suit. He
had a closet full of cheap, well-worn suits he wore for work.

Jasper had gotten past the point of pulling on a
jumpsuit for every removal. Instead, he removed his jacket and
pulled on a pair of lime green medical gloves before going to work.
He opened the back of the van and took the thin metal gurney out,
walking it over to curb next to the body.

"Not too bad," the highway patrolman answered the
friendly greeting. "You have any body bags? I don't have any in my
trunk," he said without giving an excuse for the lack of the
item.

"Oh, I don't have any with me," Jasper said, "its
okay though, I'll just belt him down onto the stretcher and they
can put him in one at the morgue. What happened to this fella
anyways?"

Jasper uncovered the body without hesitation or
apprehension. He had been doing the job long enough that nothing
made his stomach turn. He dropped the black cushioned gurney next
to the departed man and undid the straps, ready to receive the
cargo.

"Sounds like someone was not paying attention, hit
this guy, and took off. What's worse, it was right in front of
three kids on their bikes. Apparently, when they came over, he
wasn't quite gone."

"Oh, that's just terrible!" Jasper said sincerely.
"Hey, give me a hand moving him, would'ya?"

The cop nodded, and assisted the mortician, visibly
not happy about having to be in close contact with the
foul-smelling bum. Once the unidentified man was placed on the
gurney, he was belted in and raised to rolling height.

Jasper worked the contraption into the compartment
in the back of his van and slapped the doors closed.

"Straight over to the coroner’s office?" Jasper
said, letting the officer know he was ready to leave.

"That would be ideal," the patrolman said. He tore
off a piece of carbon copy paper and handed it to Jasper. "I
appreciate you helping me out on this one."

"Oh, not a problem, Sir." Jasper replied, then
added, "But should you ever pull me over for going a tad too fast,
I'll be sure to remind you!" He chuckled at his joke as he got into
the van for the short ride over to the county coroner’s office.

The subdued van with red cursive letters pulled away
from the scene of the accident and drove up McCourtney, taking a
sweeping onramp to return to the highway. Jasper didn't hear the
soft clunk of an item falling out of the deceased man's rags over
the wind rushing through the open windows of the van on that warm
summer morning.

 


The van pulled back into the chip-and-sealed parking
spot behind the funeral home an hour later. Jasper got out, put his
suit coat back on and started to walk inside when he remembered the
body bag. "You ought to throw a couple extras in the back incase ya
need them like last time," he muttered aloud.

The delivery to the morgue went as usual. He had
been in and out of the building countless times in the twelve years
he had been in the business. A few times he had even stood in on a
full autopsy, which would be happening with his last client. He
knew the coroner would be running several sets of prints, and
possible even taking a DNA sample since the homeless man had no
identification on him. He retrieved two spare black bags, wrapped
in plastic packaging, from the storage closet in the back of the
parlor. Jasper carried them out to his work van.

The call from the Highway Patrol for assistance was
not a typical event of the day, but it did happen on occasion. The
owner of the Fellowship of Saints had a policy to be of assistance
with all the law enforcement entities in the area. The owner
thought this extra service was good publicity. Jasper didn't mind;
as long as his checks cleared each week, he could care less what
kind of community work his boss had him do.

Jasper moved unceremoniously, opening the back of
his van to place the spare bags inside. He spotted something out of
place in the back compartment that bodies were placed for
transport, a medallion on a chain lay on the floor.

The aging mortician set the spare bags on the gurney
pad and squinted as he reached in, scooping up the loose item.
Bringing it out into the light and holding the piece by the thin
chain. Jasper held the coin away and examined it. The coin was like
no other he had seen before, and he had seen plenty in his time
going through other people’s pockets and houses while on removals.
But this time, he had neglected to search the man he has just
brought to the morgue, under the assumption it had already been
done.

"Must' a fallen out on the ride over," he muttered
to himself. It was a pretty item: A large coin with a woman's
profile on the front and an hourglass on the back. The coin was
kept totally intact. No holes, but rather a golden hoop encircling
its edge and attached to the long chain. An interesting piece of
jewelry, he thought. But not quite something a man would wear.

It was more of a pendant a woman would show off, an
old way of keeping a family heirloom, maybe. Jasper could just
picture an elderly lady wearing such a thing... An old lady, or a
young girl.

Returning such an item was the next question. As a
rule, he didn't rob the dead. That being said, he had taken a pair
of shoes from a dead guy once. The shoes were in good shape, his
size, and were just going to be thrown out by the family after the
funeral. No one missed them, so it was the same as saving them from
the trash. With the case of this medallion, Jasper Grant's judgment
fell on the line.

The departed was unidentified, and clearly not
deeply cared for. Who was to say he didn't steal such a thing. No
one would miss it and no one would even know it was gone. He didn't
think there would be much value to the piece, as the coin was
clearly not made of a precious metal. In fact, returning it to the
coroner to disappear into the depths of some police property room
for years and years would be a shame when he knew just who would
get a kick out of such a thing.

He had a young niece who lived in San Francisco that
would love a gift from her uncle. Jasper's sister was a single
mother working three jobs and often struggled to raise her
daughter. Several times the girl had come up to the mountains to
spend a week with her bachelor uncle, always impressed with how
rich she thought he was. The coin would be just the thing to
brighten her day.

Jasper dropped the trinket into his pocket. His mind
was made up. No one would even miss the thing!

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 3

 


 


 


The coin hung in the air over Greg's head, and time
seemed to stand still for a moment, then he seemed to be falling
backwards. His backside met a hard surface that was slightly
convex, as though he had just driven over a bump and blinked at the
same time, but now everything was white.

His vision cleared; a woman's face came into view.
She was gazing down upon him from the head of the coin. Then a
lovely female voice spoke from out of nowhere.

"You have activated this travel device. Please state
where in time or space you would like to go."

"What happened to my truck?" Greg asked, his body
quaking.

"Is this an official query?" The female voice
inquired.

Greg eyes were locked upon the only other tangible
thing in his tiny universe. The limit of his vision ended at pearl
and white swirling light. The voice was coming from the coin- from
the woman on the head's side.

"Who are you?" Greg asked in a whisper.

"I am the vocal interface of this time device.
Please state where in time or space you would like to go," the
voice in the coin repeated.

"I want to go back to my truck!" Greg blurted,
panicked by the sudden developments. Was he even still driving
home? Had he fallen asleep at the wheel? He reminded himself that
he was able to direct his dreams sometimes, yet this was very
different.

"Returning you to your origin in five seconds.
Please be aware of your current body position, and remember the
Hopper rules for device activation," the voice from the coin
said.

The instructions flew through his brain too fast for
him to digest. "What are you talking about?" He muttered. The
message may as well have been in Greek.

He wrinkled his brow, then in a flash, his truck was
all around him. Pain shot through his shins and to his brain. Greg
Thompson punched back into his seat, legs dropping back to a bent
position over the pedals.

Greg’s' hands shot forward to control the wheel as
the coin fell to the floorboard.

The truck jerked violently. The sudden shift in his
body's position, and the mental interruption, made a smooth
transition impossible. He shot a stare at the speedometer, it read
55.

Greg punched hard on the breaks, harder than a more
seasoned driver would have. The truck leapt to towards the white
line, then slid off the right shoulder of the road. The downward
embankment was not a suitable turn out for any type of vehicle,
even under ideal conditions. Dirt flew as the truck came to a stop,
sitting at a precarious angle.

Greg tried to catch his breath as he gripped the
wheel. His hands were paper white. His lips felt slightly numb as
he fought to bring his body back under control. Greg set the
parking brake and his eyes were drawn back to the tarnished coin
peeking back at him from across the cab, where is had slid in the
near crash.

Peter!

Greg got out of the cab carefully, making sure his
truck was not going to roll over. Grinding gravel caught his
attention as a big blue late model suburban pulled off the road
nearby. He looked up the hill as a man and woman got out and waved
down to him.

"Are you okay?" The large woman shouted.

"Yeah, I'm fine," Greg said climbing up toward
them.

"What happened?" The skinny man with a ponytail
asked.

"Oh, a bee got in and stung me... Guess it caused me
to swerve off the road," Greg lied. He was slightly proud of
himself for coming up with that gem on such short notice.
Strangely, he felt completely back to normal after the shot of
adrenaline worked its wonders on his body.

"Well, thank God you didn't go the other way! We
might have been fishing your body out of the lake right now!" The
woman said, a hand on her chest.

Greg nodded sheepishly.

"Well, we have a winch with us. I could pull you up
to the blacktop," the man said, surveying the state of affairs.
"But, I think you could drive it out, if you are real careful."

"Yeah, I guess I could probably do it," Greg said
with little confidence.

"If you want, I could get it up on the road for you.
If you aren’t totally sure about it... "

"Oh yeah, Eric, do that for him," the woman chimed
in. "I would feel so much better if you would let him do it," she
said to Greg. "Eric has lots of experience with little trucks."

It took five minutes to recover the truck. With a
departing wave to the good Samaritans in the Suburban, Greg was
back on the road and heading home. For a kid whose normal day
precluded anything out of the ordinary, Greg was feeling drained.
His burning eyes reflected all he had been through since the sun
rose. The passing of cabins hidden in the tall pines became
hypnotic as he worked his way around the lake. The landscape seemed
to fly around the teenager in the tan truck.

The coin?

A time device?

Peter, is this why you abandoned us?

"He must have turned it on at the gas station after
I left that day," Greg reasoned.

Four years was a lifetime ago to Greg. Thinking back
on the events leading him to the treasure map and the disappearance
of his older brother were unexamined in his mind, at best. It had
become nothing more than a fact that at the age of twelve, he had
been given a map that led to an unbelievable stash of treasure. It
allowed him to avoid a crummy job at a gas station or burger joint.
The treasure gave him his beloved truck and slothful summers spent
at the river with friends.

Greg felt mentally short of breath with the gravity
of
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