
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Published by Green Sombrero Press, LLC

 


[image: tmp_bc8cb68d4e379364dd9c37e4343c270b_0EdHYZ_html_m221c0ff7.png]

 


 Copyright
2016 by John Penteros

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may
be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any
form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying,
recording, or otherwise, without prior written permission from the
publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a
review.

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

Thank you for downloading this ebook. This book
remains the copyrighted property of the author, and may not be
redistributed to others for commercial or non-commercial purposes.
If you enjoyed this book, please encourage your friends to download
their own copy from their favorite authorized retailer. Thank you
for your support.

 


 


This eBook edition published by John Penteros at
Smashwords 2020

This book is available in print

 


 


Visit my author website: http://www.JohnPenteros.com

Follow me on Facebook: http://www.Facebook.com/JohnPenteros

Follow me on Twitter: http://www.Twitter.com/JohnPenteros

 


 


Cover design by Christian Fuenfhausen

Editing by The Editorial Department

 


 


SOMETHING FOR NOTHING

Words by NEIL PEART Music by GEDDY LEE

Copyright 1976 (Renewed) CORE MUSIC PUBLISHING

All Rights Reserved

Used by Permission of ALFRED MUSIC

 


 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of
the author’s imagination, or used in a fictitious manner. Any
resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is
purely coincidental.

 


 








 


 


 


 


To all who inspire, in their varied and wondrous
ways.




 








 


 


 


 


What you own is your own kingdom

 What you do is your own glory

What you love is your own power

What you live is your own story

 


Rush, “Something for Nothing”
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Backhoe

IF HE GOT CAUGHT, he’d be dog meat. No doubt there
was a stiff penalty for digging a twelve-foot-deep hole in a forest
preserve. By the time he finished, he’d be able to park a
full-sized pickup like his dad’s big Ford completely inside it with
the doors open and a canoe on top.

If he didn’t get caught.

The first line of defense consisted of pink
insulation and plywood tented around the backhoe’s engine and held
in place with U-clamps to keep things quiet. He’d also painted the
backhoe and the sound-muffling rig in army-green camo colors. He’d
done all this in his backyard. Surely Mom had seen him, but she’d
said nothing. Probably heeding Dr. V’s advice to set tangible
boundaries for Joe, but within that structure to allow him harmless
outlets that, under normal circumstances, you might question.
Ha!

In addition to the stealth backhoe, several
months ago Joe had created two rings around Ground
Thirteen—the name Ground Zero was already taken, so he
figured naming it with his age was the next best choice.

The inner ring consisted of carpet remnants
screwed onto two-by-fours sunk into the ground between trees. The
back side of the carpet faced away from the dig, toward the ears of
tootling neighbors just a hundred or so yards away.

For the outer ring he’d nailed signs to trees
or secured them to metal posts every twenty feet or so—signs from
Home Depot that said “NO TRESPASSING” and “WARNING: SECURITY
CAMERAS IN USE.” The best deterrents, though, were three signs that
said “U.S. Government NO TRESPASSING.” He’d “borrowed” those the
day he and Fred went fishing for radioactive-tumor bass near the
Fermilab atomic accelerator plant.

He wondered if stealing government signs
would buy him even bigger trouble. Of course Fred hadn’t objected;
the people who posted those signs were the same people who took a
large chunk of his paycheck.

When Joe planned for reducing noise, he’d
thought the rumbling of the backhoe’s engine would be the biggest
problem. But now, as he dug, it was obvious that its creaking
joints and hissy hydraulics, along with rocks clunking inside the
metal bucket, were much more likely to attract attention.

Oh well. At this point he’d just have to hope
for the best.

Joe worked the backhoe as easily as any
construction-site veteran, stretching the boom and bucket past the
center of the dig with every scoop, just as he’d been taught.

Start at the farthest point away and work
toward you, so you aren’t wasting time pulling dirt across places
you’ve already dug. Use the ground you haven’t dug yet as a wall to
help push dirt into your bucket.

Dad had always been the sultan of practical
advice.

Think of it this way: if you only fill
your bucket seventy-five percent full, then every fourth bucket
you’ll be one bucket behind. A job that could be done in three days
will end up taking four. Time is money, Joe.

Dad was economical, too.

Aside from roots, the soft forest dirt cut
easily under the force of the backhoe. In a short time, Joe had a
hole big enough to bury his bed and all his possessions, if he’d
been so inclined.

But that wasn’t what he had in mind.

The dirt he dug up had to be moved far enough
away that it wouldn’t attract attention, and he had a dump site
picked out. However, this place required him to cross the main
trail that led down to the creek, which meant higher risk of human
contact.

He had a plan for that, too: when it was time
to haul, he’d first scout the haul path on his bike to make sure
nobody was around. Then, he’d pull up the outriggers, load up the
front bucket, and slalom through the woods until he came to the
creek trail—a short stretch that took him to a wide, stony area
where he’d turn right.

Finally, he’d travel a couple hundred feet or
so to an embankment that marked the descent to a remote part of the
creek, a place called Spooky Acres by all the kids and even by a
few grown-ups he knew. Depending on whom you asked, it was home to
Bigfoot, El Chupacabra (the midwestern variety), escaped serial
killers, the ghosts of a young couple killed while hitchhiking
after the Kennedy High prom of ’72, or the restless spirits of
soldiers ambushed by the Potawatomi Indians during the war of 1812
at Fort Dearborn (these ghosts had packed-up and moved to the
suburbs).

Regardless of which story a person believed
(if any), nobody ever went to Spooky Acres. That made it the
perfect place to drop dirt.

On his way back from dumping, he’d stop and
rake over any backhoe tracks around the trail. An experienced
tracker would notice, but no city dope would ever recognize the
overturned leaves or branches with bits of dirt on them.

And he had backup plans. If he got caught
emptying a load, he’d say his mom was widening her garden and had
extra soil to get rid of. If he got caught digging the hole, he’d
say he was hired by an NIU professor to dig for artifacts, as this
area was a known historic location of a Potawatomi Indian community
(which it probably wasn’t). In case anyone needed more convincing,
he kept some arrowheads his grandpa had given him a few years ago
in his pocket.

Joe soon figured out how many buckets he
could dig out before it was time to haul. If he hauled too often,
he wasted time pulling up and resituating the outriggers. If he
didn’t haul often enough, too much dirt fell between the trees,
making it harder to scoop up later. And after a while, he spent
less time verifying that the coast was clear and only covered the
deeper tire tracks. His efficiency improved.

Time is money.

At the start of the first day, Joe had felt
like he’d gotten himself in way over his head. However, as the
hours rolled on and his work progressed, uncertainty was replaced
by confidence.

Man was an explorer by nature, right? Humans
had always found new lands, cleared them, farmed them, built on
them. Ground Thirteen was merely a speck in a vast expanse, and he
figured he had as much right to stake his claim as past settlers
did.

And besides, it wasn’t like he was doing this
for selfish reasons. He needed a private space where he could think
… and invent.

How else was he going to make the world a
better place?
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No More Fathers

WHEN DAD WAS STILL HERE, Joe and his parents had
gone to mass every week. But that changed after the accident. First
there was Joe’s stay in the hospital, and then Mom had to sort out
what to do with Dad’s business. Somehow they just never went back
to church.

At times he missed St. Andrews, even though
the mass and the meaning behind the sacraments were somewhat lost
on him. But there had been something reassuring in the rituals,
something soothing in Father’s voice as he gave the homily. Mass
was a time when the people around you took a break from being mean
and selfish.

Still, there was one benefit to skipping
church: he’d have the whole day to work on his project.

Sundays were perfect: Mom would be sleeping
in, and there was no need to wake her up to tell her where he was
going since he’d already told her Saturday. He’d said he was doing
landscape work for someone in Palos Crest, a newer upscale
development where people had big houses on big lots, though not as
big as the lots in Joe’s neighborhood.

Maybe he was still a kid, but he’d gotten
jobs doing everything from a pool dig and yard grading last summer
to snowplowing in the winter. He was gaining a reputation for being
just as good as a professional, but at a much lower price.

Joe awoke at 5:15 a.m., eager to get back to
the woods where his dew-bathed backhoe awaited him. He’d finished
breakfast and was packing a lunch when his mom called out from her
bedroom.

“Joe?” She’d stopped calling him Joey last
fall at his request.

“Yeah?”

“Why are you up so early?”

Joe slouched. “I’m doing that job—the one in
Palos Crest, remember?”

“At 5:40?”

“I won’t get there until six. That’s when I
told them I’d get started.” He wished she hadn’t woken up, but he
had his lies lined up just in case: what the job entailed, the
customers’ names, how much they were paying him. The only way he’d
get busted was if she went there to look for him. But she’d never
shown up on the job site before, and he was counting on her to be
consistent.

“Honey, I’m glad you’re such a hard worker,
but nobody wants to hear a backhoe engine at six a.m. on
Sunday.”

She had a point. Joe thought for a
second.

“I’m not firing up the backhoe right away.”
Joe folded up his lunch bag. “Mr. Doersma said I could get there
early and do quieter stuff like putting in some plastic border and
hand-digging plant holes … stuff like that.”

“Come here, honey.”

Joe sighed and limped to his mom’s bedroom.
He stopped at the door.

“Yeah, Mom?”

“Come lie next to me.”

“Mom, I really gotta go.”

“Come show me love before you go.”

To walk away would have been cruel. She lay
on the right side of the bed—her side. There were still pillows on
Dad’s side, along with a dad-sized dent in front of them. It had
been a year and four months, and it was still Dad’s side.

Joe sat next to his mom.

“How’s your leg?” she said.

“Gone.”

She smiled. “I told you if you sprinkle it
with Miracle-Gro, it might grow back.”

“Ha ha. That’s so funny I forgot to
laugh.”

His “souvenir” from the accident was a
missing right leg, cut off just above the knee. Mom had a grab bag
of one-liners in case either of them started taking things too
seriously, including “Throw away the prosthetic and you’ll save me
fifty percent on shoes.” And his favorite: “If you’re ever
attacked, just pull off your leg and beat the guy over the head
with it.”

“Is your prosthetic bothering you?”

“It’s fine, Mom.”

And it really was, except for the occasional
sweating and itching on his stump. Fred had even put a leather
pouch on it for holding his house key, money, and Fred’s phone
number. He’d shown Joe how to wrap the prosthetic foot with
athletic tape to make his shoe fit tighter. Fred had also attached
a rat trap to Joe’s right bike pedal to keep that foot from
slipping off, since his fake foot couldn’t feel when it wasn’t
centered on the pedal.

“Doesn’t make you sore anymore?” Mom
said.

“Nope.” He leaned over and gave her an
awkward hug. “Gotta go now.”

“Okay, but before you go …” Her eyes began
filling with tears. With the back of her hand she caressed the side
of his face. “You’re going to be a good man. I’m very proud of
you.”

Just what I needed. It’s hard to have fun
with a guilty conscience.

“You need anything … um … before I go?” Joe
said. Please ask for something so I don’t feel so bad, but not
anything that takes too long.

She thought about it. “On your way home, can
you stop by the store and get a gallon of two-percent? Just take
five dollars out of the jar … and Joey?”

“Huh?”

“I love you. Be careful. Ask to use their
phone and call me sometime. I’ll be home all day.”

“Okay. Bye Mom. Love you too.”

He left, pondering how it was that moms could
make you feel everything from good to bad to amusement to guilt in
the space of just three minutes.
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Spooky

APRIL MORNINGS WERE CHILLY in Illinois, and in his
haste to leave Joe forgot his jacket. But going back inside was out
of the question—his mom might think of something else she wanted.
He’d just have to deal with it.

Joe headed off in a direction opposite the
woods, toward Palos Crest, in case any neighbors were watching.
That way, if they happened to run into his mother, nobody would
say, Palos Crest? That’s not where I saw him going …

He’d take a series of left turns around the
block using the theory that while two wrongs don’t make a right,
three lefts do. And he wasn’t worried about anyone on the next
street spotting him because nobody there knew him.

It was calm at this hour. The only signs of
life were a pudgy jogger in a Purdue Boilermakers running jacket,
and a terrier who ran alongside Joe for a good fifty feet before
the dog’s fenced-in yard forced him to give up and deliver a final
exasperated woof.

The sky’s dim gray hue hinted at the approach
of sunrise. Although he wore a long-sleeve shirt, Joe’s arms were
cold; it was probably only forty-five degrees outside. At least his
dark-green backpack gave him some warmth.

Inside the backpack were his steel-toed work
boots. Dad had always insisted Joe wear them when they went to
jobsites together, and Mom was still willing to purchase them since
he did backhoe work. He also packed peanut butter sandwiches and a
handful of granola bars. Three bottles of water were more than
enough for this weather. And he brought a first aid kit with
tweezers, gauze, tape, bandages, and hydrocortisone cream for
poison ivy. He kept Dad’s old bowie knife in the middle compartment
by itself, so he could find it fast if he needed to.

Joe approached the deep water-drainage ditch
that separated civilization from forest preserve, dug out fresh
every other year by the Ditch Witch machine. Some unknown trail
guardian always came by after a fresh digging and reconstructed a
dirt-and-gravel bridge high enough to cross without flipping over
the handlebar.

Crossing the ditch from this side of the
block meant going through the fields before entering the woods.
Here, weeds and saplings were tall enough to hide a small child
walking, or a thirteen-year-old on a bike bending low over his
handlebar. The trail was wide at first but quickly narrowed into a
rutted tire path.

Joe always wore his Levi’s out here, even on
the sweltering days of summer, to avoid being scratched by
overhanging milkweeds and stickers or stung by insects. But today
the only life on the trail was Joe and a few birds chirping in the
new day.

The woods approached. Even at midday they
weren’t very bright, but at the brink of dawn they looked downright
dismal. To make matters worse, he’d be taking a poorly lit path to
a point just yards from the turnoff to Spooky Acres before he
turned left and headed to Ground Thirteen—which meant that as he
made the turn, he’d have his back to the scariest spot out
there.

He stopped at the woods’ edge, giving his
eyes time to adjust to the dark. When he could see the path, he
began pedaling, hating every clank of his chain and crack of a
twig. He could’ve brought a flashlight, but figured that would just
make it easier for someone to find him.

The woods were quieter than the field—no
birds calling here. His own breathing sounded so loud he might as
well be yelling. At least the woods were somewhat warmer than the
open air of the fields. The trees’ canopy was a tent, and the
forest bed was a thick wool blanket.

As he rounded that left turn, something
grabbed his right leg.

His other foot slipped off the pedal, but
momentum kept him going until he lost his balance, plummeted to the
ground, and came to rest lying face up—his backpack under him, the
bicycle on top of him. His prosthetic had pulled partway off.

“What the …”

Joe lifted his head and looked toward his
feet only to discover his right pant leg was caught in the chain.
He tried to pull it free, but it was wedged tight between the chain
and sprocket. Next, he tried lifting himself up to stand, but the
angle was wrong. He lay back down and let his body go limp.

His heart pumped adrenaline. He breathed
heavy.

Why didn’t I just stay in bed where it’s
warm and safe? Or snuggle up next to Mom? This is stupid.

He closed his eyes. What would Dad say?

Things worth doing usually aren’t easy. If
they were, everyone would do them, and all the world’s problems
would already be solved.

Joe felt his throat tighten.

But how do I know if it’s worth doing?
Tears began to fall. Why aren’t you here to tell me what I
should do?

Time passed as he lay there tangled up and
sniffling. Self-pity was something he’d thought he was done with
after surviving last Thanksgiving and Christmas without Dad. As
much as he hated to admit it, Dr. V was right: if he held it in, it
would come out at times he least expected or wanted it to.

Gradually, light seeped into the forest and
the dark-gray world became greener and friendlier, more alive than
it seemed a few minutes ago. Joe pulled a sleeve across his nose
and dabbed his eyes with the other. The birds chattered in full
force now, and the whole idea of spooks and ghosts seemed
ridiculous.

Joe opened his eyes and swallowed. Time to
get to work.

 


***

 


By mid-morning, digging had become rote and the fear
of being caught had declined to a manageable paranoia. With the
hole’s perimeter marked by a narrow trench, the only brainwork
required now was to not surpass the twelve-foot depth limit his
design required. If he dug too deep, he’d have to backfill with
dirt or extra gravel.

Time is money.

Ground Thirteen was a relatively large
clearing where the sun shone through and low ground cover thrived.
Only the stump of a felled oak abutted the dig site. Who knew why
such a massive tree had been cut down and carried off? Maybe the
forest rangers took it down because it was diseased, or maybe a
lawless woodworker pilfered it to make a houseful of furniture.
Regardless, the stump was one of the reasons Joe chose this
location.

The other trees were at least eight feet from
the hole, but they still sent some rather large roots toward where
he was digging. The backhoe lifted when it encountered one of
these, requiring him to cease digging and go into the hole with a
saw.

Joe hoped his exterior-wall design, using
pressure-treated two-by-eights braced with four-by-fours, would be
strong enough to resist the forces exerted by such roots. His
design allowed three inches of clearance between the barrier wall
and a completely separate interior wall, so if the pressure of
roots or dirt did bend the two-by-eights, the inner walls would
remain intact.

The backhoe’s engine breathed out light puffs
of sooty smoke as Joe jostled around in its bird’s-view throne. He
exhaled an unheard sigh. Months of preparation just to get to this
point—just to get to the beginning.

And next came an even bigger hurdle:
Fred.
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Call from China

JOE HAD ALREADY TOLD FRED the plan—sort of. What
he’d really said was, “I’m going to build a fort in the woods.
Could you help me get a few pieces of wood and some screws and
stuff?” To which Fred had replied, “Sure buddy, just let me know
what you need and I’ll bring it out to you.” The time had come to
find out if Fred would come through.

When Joe had called Fred earlier in the
morning, he’d said he had something kind of important to discuss.
So Fred swung by during his lunch hour, which for Fred was any
twenty-minute chunk of time he could find between ten and three.
And now Fred’s black Dodge Ram 4X4 Quad Cab pickup stood in the
driveway with the door open—a habit formed by years of stopping at
one jobsite after another, sometimes for just a few minutes, and
often going back into the truck to get papers or a measuring tape
or a lighter.

It was Friday, and Mom was working at the
library, probably helping someone who didn’t know if the letter C
came before or after the letter D.

“Remember I asked if you could get me some
supplies for my fort?” Joe said.

“Yup,” Fred said. “Sure do.”

Fred was about six feet four in actual
height, but in presence he was twelve feet tall. Occasional grays
peppered the long brown hair he kept tied in a ponytail, and a
seldom-trimmed mustache and goatee buried his thin lips.

Joe reached into his backpack, took a deep
breath, and pulled out a folder that pictured the Chicago Bears in
action.

“Ah, The Refrigerator,” Fred said.

“Huh?”

“William The Refrigerator Perry. That
guy right there, number seventy-two, defensive lineman—bigger’n one
of me and two of you put together.” He squinted. “Looks like
they’re playing the Patriots. Probably that Super Bowl where
Chicago smeared New England.” His voice lowered. “Wasn’t a good
game. Even Bears fans turned the TV off after a while.”

“Oh.”

“It’s your folder,” he said. “You didn’t
know?”

Joe studied the folder as if he were seeing
it for the first time.

“I asked Mom if she had a folder and this is
what she gave me. It was in Dad’s office.”

“Oh.” Fred always got quiet at the mention of
Joe’s dad.

“The bill of materials is inside. In the left
pocket.” Joe handed the folder over to Fred.

“Bill of …” Fred’s bushy brow furrowed, then
he smiled. “Cute.”

“And the specs are in the right pocket.”

Fred glanced at the right side while pulling
the stapled sheets from the left.

“The action plan or whatever you call it is
behind the design specs,” Joe said. “There’s separate drawings for
framing and electrical—no plumbing—and the money for the materials
is in the envelope—twenty-eight hundred dollars—I think I added it
up right—and there’s extra for gas and delivery fees and all that
…”

“Electrical?” Fred’s smile was gone. He
pulled out the envelope, opened it, and thumbed across the bills.
“Where’d you get this kind of money?”

Joe shrugged. “Got about seven hundred
dollars in pity money for Christmas this year—or I guess it was
really last year,” he said. “I saved up the rest from doing
jobs.”

Fred looked around as if there might be enemy
agents lurking nearby.

“Joe, I …” He shook his head. “You got a
building permit in here too?”

“Don’t you just bribe someone?” Somehow it
had sounded funnier when his dad said it.

“I can’t—I mean you can’t build
something like this,” Fred said. “A fort is supposed to be a
private little space made with leftover plywood, all banged
together with nails stickin’ out everywhere, and just enough space
for you and your buddy and a few girly magazines. Not a—what is
this …” he pulled out a drawing. “Not a twelve-by-sixteen-foot
luxury suite with twenty-amp wiring. Why twenty-amp?”

“Dad always said workshops ought to have
twenty-amp wiring for shop tools that use lots of current.”

“Your dad was right about that,” Fred said.
“Man, this ain’t a fort, it’s a condo! Whaddya gonna do with shop
tools in there?”

“Don’t know,” Joe said. “Just have some
ideas, I guess.”

“I got an idea you’re fixin’ to make an atom
bomb, what with those signs you took from Fermilab.”

Joe cocked his head and kicked at grass
growing through a crack in the driveway.

“I don’t think I’m that smart.”

Fred held up the folder and pointed at
it.

“Oh yes you are.”

“Before you say no—”

“I already did say no.”

Joe put on the most pleading, pathetic look
he knew.

“Before you say no again—would you at
least come and take a look at where I’m gonna build it?”

“You mean where you were gonna build
it.” Fred hemmed and hawed for a moment. He pulled out the envelope
containing the cash and slapped it against Joe’s chest. “Put this
somewhere safe.” He threw the folder into the front seat of his
pickup. “I assume that’s my copy?”

“Yeah.” Joe threw extra sadness into his
reply. If I have to, I’ll shake my prosthetic loose and fall
over.

“Aw, what the hell,” he said. “I got another
twenty-five minutes to kill before I gotta be somewhere.”

 


***

 


Fred looked funny on Dad’s old Specialized
Rockhopper mountain bike. Joe could picture him more on a hard tail
chopper like Biker Man Jerry’s down the street. Biker Man had given
Joe a ride on his Harley a few months after Dad died, but when Mom
found out, she told Joe not to do it again. That was fine with Joe,
since the cruiser seat required him to lean forward onto Biker
Man’s back to keep from sliding down onto the lower seat where
Biker Man sat. Biker Man was a cool guy and all, but Joe didn’t
like being that close to some man who wasn’t Dad.

As he and Fred got close to the ditch where
the woods trail started, it was Joe’s turn to look around for enemy
agents. Fred was swerving the bike in an S-pattern, obviously
enjoying something he hadn’t done in years.

This is it. This is do or die.

They went through the short section of the
field, into the woods, and made the left turn from the main
trail—the spot where Joe had fallen last Sunday. With Fred there,
it wasn’t Spooky Acres anymore … it was just another part of the
woods.

Joe dropped his bike and climbed onto the old
stump at the edge of his hole. Fred ambled up at his own pace,
peering over the edge like he’d never seen a hole before.

“Man, you’re serious, aren’t you?”

The hole was finished. The sides were
straight, with a layer of clay visible about a foot below the
surface. Hairy roots hung off the sides for the first few feet. The
bottom was as flat as anyone could possibly hope to make it.

Suddenly, Fred looked concerned. He leaned
his ear toward the hole.

“Hey, wait a minute—what’s that?”

“What’s what?”

“Those voices.”

Joe looked panicked.

“Where?”

“Down there.” Fred pointed. “They’re speaking
Chinese.”

Joe laughed. “C’mon, whaddya think?”

“I think your dad taught you how to dig a
proper hole.” Then he whistled. “Man, how long you been working on
this—where’s the dirt?” He looked around. “There’s no way that’s
all that came out of this hole.”

“I emptied it off a ravine down by Spooky
Acres,” Joe said. “Whole thing took me a week.”

“How long you reckon it’d take you to fill it
back in?”

Joe’s face sank.

“I won’t waste my time telling you how much
trouble you could get into for what you’ve done here,” Fred said.
“Your dad and I got into a lot of trouble for doing less than
this.” He stroked his goatee. “Nobody saw you doing this? Nobody
else knows?”

“Nope.”

“What about your mom?”

Joe’s eyes widened. “Hell no!”

“You know the only reason this didn’t cave in
is because of all the tree roots holding up the sides. You’re lucky
to be alive.”

“Yeah, I kind of figured that.”

“You couldn’t have got so deep without that
extended boom either.”

Joe hoped Fred’s interest in the details
would override his caution, which might eventually turn “no” into
“maybe.”

“All right,” Fred said. “Digging this hole
without anyone noticing is one thing …” He walked over to the
backhoe and studied its sound reduction and camouflage, then looked
at the wall of carpet Joe had erected around the site and shook his
head. “But do you actually think you could get all the lumber and
whatnot in here and bang it all together without anyone seeing or
hearing you?”

“It’s in the plan,” Joe said.

“You don’t think someone will run across this
thing eventually?” He stared at Joe, all the humor gone from his
whiskered face. “I mean, you ain’t the only one that ever comes out
here, you know. You’ve just been lucky so far.”

“It’ll be covered up with that dirt there,
once it’s been built. I’ll even re-cover it with leaves and
branches, and plant a few vines like those over there.”

“I meant while you’re in the process of
building it. Don’t you think the odds are that someone would catch
you before you could get ’er buried?”

Joe shrugged. “Not if I get it done before
school lets out for the summer.”

“And how were you gonna get in? You’d need a
trap door or something.”

“I’m sitting on the entrance,” Joe said in a
matter-of-fact tone.

“A tree stump for an entrance, huh? And a
secret push button hidden in that tree over there to open it, I’m
sure.” He took another look in the hole. “You got a Bat-phone to
call Commissioner Gordon down there?”

“Come on, Fred,” Joe said. “I’m not some
stupid kid pretending to be Batman. I really know how to do this.
I’ve been planning it since last summer.”

“And where do you plan to get the electricity
from?”

“From a streetlight.” He pointed in the
general direction. “Maybe a hundred yards away.”

Fred winced. “That’s a hell of a cable
run—not to mention another six months to a year in the pokey for
stealing electricity. And now that Fred knows about all
this, guess which one of us will be doing time?”

“You won’t get in trouble, I promise.”

“You can promise all you want, but they’d
know you didn’t get those materials all by yourself, Joe! You don’t
even drive yet. I take that back—from what I’ve seen here, you
probably do drive, and fly jets too, but the cops will be
looking for whoever helped you out, and that would be me.” He was
using the same voice he used with workers at construction sites. No
wonder they usually did what he wanted them to.

He sighed. “Couldn’t you be happy with a
four-by-eight fort up in one of these trees?”

“No privacy in the trees. Everybody would use
it.”

“What’re you gonna be doing that you need …
never mind, don’t answer that.” He held up his hand, then reached
back and scratched the back of his neck.

Joe waited for a final answer, but all Fred
did was shake his head.

“Sorry kid, I gotta get back to work now. You
riding back with me?”

“Nah, I’ll just hang out awhile.” Joe
slouched on his stump perch.

“All right,” he said. “See you later. Tell
your mom I said hello—if your plan allows it.” He smiled, but Joe
didn’t laugh.
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“HELLO RAMESH”

ON SATURDAYS, JOE VOLUNTEERED at the Palos Springs
Public Library, where his mom had worked for the last eight years
as the principal librarian. Usually Mom went in with him, trying to
“catch up on things,” although as far as Joe could tell, she never
did catch up. There were always a hundred things that needed to be
done: books to cover, spine and pocket labels to create, and
stamping—always stamping. Catalogue records were continuously
added, deleted, and corrected. There were books to mend with ripped
pages, broken spines, or worn covers. There were overdue books
whose borrowers needed to be warned and sometimes fined. Boxes of
new books arrived in need of processing, and outgoing boxes
contained books that had once served their purpose, but were now
obsolete and often laugh-worthy.

Mom had shown him some of the books they
weeded out. One that stood out in his memory was a 1970s book of
pop-tab art which showed everything from vests to wall art made
from soda-can pull-tabs. Computer books were always good for a
chuckle. One pictured a guy with feathered hair and a clunky
keyboard peering at a bulky monitor which displayed 10 CLS; 20
PRINT “HELLO WORLD” in green pixilated text. Yep—these books needed
to go.

The latest big project was to replace all the
older barcodes with newer ones. Replacing one barcode was easy
enough, but pulling fifty-five thousand books off the shelves was
taking a lot longer.

The first time Joe helped out at the library,
he’d thought it had to be the most perfect place he’d ever seen,
with countless rows of books neatly aligned. Library workers knew
where everything belonged and could point to just about anything in
a snap, and what they couldn’t answer they could usually find out
from another staff member or the computer within seconds.

Seeing Mom answer questions concerning
spreadsheets and presentation software, and watching her solve
printer networking issues impressed Joe, especially since she
didn’t use the computer much at home.

Joe liked the people who worked there
too—like Helen and Liz and Ramesh. They treated him like a member
of the team, even when he was there without his mom, like
today.

Joe’s work was voluntary, which meant no pay:
just many words of appreciation. There was something satisfying
about library work, such as seeing books freshly fitted with
protective covers, labels, and barcodes get entered into the
cataloguing system then wheeled out to the stacks for shelving,
ready to be checked out for many years to come.

Lately though, Joe was here not because he
wanted to be, but because he felt he had to be. He was stocking up
on good deeds to counteract the bad ones: namely deceiving his mom
and eventually (as Fred pointed out), stealing electricity from the
city. On the Saturdays he didn’t show up (such as last weekend), he
felt a twinge of guilt, and this guilt drove him to work harder
than usual.

One of the library technicians was Ramesh, a
college-aged expatriate of India. His business-casual shirt and
pants hung on his frame the same as they would on a clothes hanger.
He approached Joe with a smile.

“Joe, if you keep working so fast, they will
not be needing me here anymore.”

“Just want to get these books done.” Joe
pointed to the double-sided cart loaded on both sides.

“I see. You have many books to barcode
there.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Tell me, after you are done with those, what
will you do next?”

“Um … give them to Liz or Helen to enter in
the system, and go get another cart.” It was obvious, wasn’t
it?

“I see. And after that you will do another
cart, and another, and another. Perhaps not so many carts today,
but at some point, between you and me, we will be done with
changing all the old barcodes. Correct?”

Joe liked Ramesh’s clear and calm way of
expressing himself, but today he wished he’d just get to the
point.

“That’s right.”

“Then, when we are finished with the changing
of the barcodes, will you step back and look at the work you did
and say that was a fine job we did changing all those
barcodes?”

Although Ramesh wasn’t trying to be funny,
Joe couldn’t help cracking up a little.

“Yeah, sure, I guess.”

“I want to tell you …” Ramesh pulled up an
armless wheeled stool to seat himself and rested his arms on its
back support. “I can think of some memorable things that happened
on days when you were changing the barcodes.” He used smooth hand
gestures. “Please tell me if you remember them too.”

“Okay …? But I sorta need to get these done.
I won’t be able to come in on Saturdays for a while.”

“Are you taking a leave of absence from
volunteer work?” Ramesh raised an eyebrow.

“No … well, sort of.” Joe looked away—it
wasn’t a total lie, but closer to it than he’d like. “I have this
other job I need to get finished.”

“I understand,” Ramesh said. He folded his
hands together. “So tell me if you remember this: one day, just a
few months ago, a couple of boys walked into the library with balls
of snow and threw them at another boy sitting at a table. Then the
two boys ran away. They carried on quite loudly.”

“Yeah, I remember. The kid who got nailed ran
out after them, and then Helen ran outside and yelled at all of
’em.”

“Precisely. And another time, one of the
shelves in nonfiction suddenly collapsed, and the sound of it
startled Liz so bad, she screamed very loudly.”

Joe chuckled. “That was a good one.”

“It was,” he said. “Now Joe, you tell me two
things you remember during the time you were changing
barcodes.”

“Well, you brought us all some Indian food to
try, and after the spicy soup we had to keep drinking water for
like, the rest of the day.”

“Ah, the lentil curry soup. Your face was
sweating quite a bit, but you were brave and ate it all.”

Joe blushed. “And uh … I don’t know. I can’t
think of anything else.”

“How about the pizza and soda we ordered a
few weeks ago when we all ate lunch together.”

Joe shrugged. “Nothing really special about
that, though. We’ve had pizza lots of times.”

“But you do remember?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Then please ask yourself this …” He paused.
“Which memories will you most likely share with your future wife
and children: the memory of your barcoding achievement, or the
memories of the snowball fight, the spicy soup, sharing pizza with
friends, and the librarian who jumped and screamed?”

As Joe thought about it, Ramesh dismounted
the chair and went out to the floor, where he was quickly
approached by a patron with a question.

Joe gazed at the book cart for a moment
before going back to his barcoding—at a bit slower pace than
before.
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Speech! Speech!

JOE HAD TURNED IN HIS REPORT on the Potawatomi
Indians some time ago, and he’d received it back the day before
spring break. As Mr. Zelnicki handed back the graded papers, he’d
instructed his students to use spring break to practice delivering
their speech on the subject.

“Don’t just read your speech from your
paper,” Mr. Z had said. “Nothing puts an audience to sleep faster
than a speaker who reads words off a paper. You might as well just
hand the paper to the audience and tell them to read it
themselves.”

Joe, who had sunk into his seat at the word
“speech,” glanced up.

Good idea! Can we do that instead?

“And remember …” Mr. Z held up three counting
fingers. “There are three steps for conveying information to your
audience. Number one—tell them what you’re going to tell them.
Number two—tell them. Number three—tell them what you told them.
Now, practicing by yourself in front of a mirror is a start, but
practicing in front of people is better. Get your mom or dad to
listen to you, or better yet, get the whole family together.
Brothers and sisters are a tough audience. If you can survive
delivering your speech to them, you can probably survive
speaking in front of the class.”

That had been the Friday before the break.
Today was the day: sixth period, language arts—right after
lunch.

Great. Make sure the stomach’s good and
full so I can blow more chunks on the front row.

The late bell rang.

Joe sat there like a convicted man awaiting
his sentence. There was always the chance Mr. Z would forget about
this speech nonsense and move on to something else. Maybe a
test—one that covered everything since the beginning of the year.
Or if Mr. Z got good and sick over spring break, and there was a
sub for the next few weeks …

But Mr. Z walked through the door.

“Well hello, class. How was everyone’s
vacation?” he said.

Super! I dug a hole in the woods big
enough to bury everyone in this class, but right now I’d just like
to throw myself into it.

“Good, glad to hear it,” Mr. Z said. “I trust
you’re all rested and practiced up for your presentations?”

There was a collective moan. Joe was slightly
comforted knowing he wasn’t the only one dreading this.

“Oh come on, it won’t be that bad,” Mr. Z
said. “Think of this one as practice for your persuasive speeches
you’ll be doing at the end of May.”

The class groaned even louder.

“Here’s the podium,” he said. “You can use
the overhead if you have pictures, graphs, any support materials.
But don’t put your typed pages up there; this is not a read-along.
Okay—who wants to go first?”

Joe felt a flicker of hope. There were always
the show-offs, the brave hearts who threw up their hands when the
call was made. Then there were the Gee, I’m not sure, I don’t
really want to, but I think it would be better to get it over
with types who held their arms at half-mast. But the majority
slouched, attempting to go unnoticed. Joe was a sloucher, and if
things played out as they should, he might not have to present
today.

“Okay Julie, let’s start with you,” Mr. Z
said.

Julie Silverstein approached the podium with
the confidence of a politician. She opened her folder and began
speaking.

Joe entered a trance-like state, ignoring the
content of Julie’s speech but noting the quality of her voice,
where she inserted pauses, her use of eye contact. He’d been hoping
she’d falter, her voice would start to shake, she’d lose her place,
become flustered, and break down in tears. But she didn’t. On the
contrary, all she needed was an unflattering suit and an ugly
hairdo and she’d be ready for Capitol Hill.

This was a bad start. He was hoping that if
divine intervention didn’t cancel his appearance at the podium, at
least the other speakers would be lousy enough to make him look
good by comparison.

When Julie stepped down, the class applauded.
Mr. Z made a few comments on her excellent use of eye contact,
perfect speed of delivery, and good organization. For improvement,
he said she just needed to put a bit more animation in her voice to
make it less monotone.

Heh, wait till you hear me—I’ll have
everyone sleeping after just four syllables.

“Alrighty then, who wants to be next?” Mr. Z
searched the room, and for a fraction of a second, caught Joe’s
eyes. Joe almost pulled a neck muscle he turned away so fast, but
it was too late.

“Mr. McKinnon?” he said. “You look all fired
up and ready to go—would you like to be next?”

“Yeah, I guess so,” Joe said.

The shaking began before he even left his
seat. As he walked up the aisle, Joe’s heart rate doubled as if
he’d just been sprinting. He stepped up, placed his notecards on
the ledge, and clutched the podium—his lifeline.

He looked out at the familiar faces—friendly
faces, mostly—kids he’d gone to school with for years. They looked
into his eyes and Joe knew they saw the fear in him.

He dropped his eyes back to the safety of his
notecards.
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