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The Funeral

	 

	Jacob pulled at the tie around his neck. He felt like he was choking—there were too many people filling up the small room. Everyone’s voices echoed off the marble walls and polished stone floor. Someone was wearing too much perfume, and another woman kept hitting Jacob in the back with her purse. Of course, none of that was what was really bothering Jacob, or making it hard for him to breathe.

	The real problem was that Jacob was at his father’s funeral.

	The coffin in the corner was just for show—there was no body in it. Jacob’s father had been cremated, and his ashes were sitting in a black urn in their living room back now. But they were at a funeral home, so of course there had to be a coffin.

	The reception room was full of family who Jacob hadn’t seen in years. There was an uncle who lived in Vancouver, but the rest of the people were cousins and aunts and uncles of his dad, people Jacob had never met. His mother was doing the rounds, thanking everyone for coming, but Jacob had slipped away. He was hiding behind one big pillar, hoping no one would notice him in the crowd and wondering who all of these people were.

	Slipping outside into the hall, Jacob pulled off his tie, undid his top button, and ran a hand through his messy black hair. He stuck his hand in his pocket, where his cell phone sat, and debated whether to pull it out. More than anything, he wanted to call his girlfriend. His mom had said it was okay to invite Emma, but he hadn’t known how. What would he say? “Hey, Emma, you know my estranged dad who you’ve never met? He’s dead. Wanna come to the funeral?”

	He knew Emma could tell something was wrong. He would tell her. He would. Just…not today.

	His mom poked her head out from the door he had just closed behind him. Her brown eyes were shadowed and tired, and her perfect bun had lost a few hairs. He hadn’t realised how grey her hair was going. It made her look old, not like the mom who had protected and taken care of him all these years. “Jacob? You okay?”

	Jacob shrugged, and his mom came out into the hall. She brushed his now-messy hair back into place. Or tried to. It immediately fell back across his forehead.

	“You don’t have to be okay, you know,” she told him.

	“ I don’t know,” he said. “People just keep…talking about him. Like they knew him. Like I knew him.”

	“You knew him,” his mom said.

	Jacob raised his eyebrows at her. “Did I? The guy waltzed into town whenever he felt like it. And we let him, every time! I always thought it would be the time he stayed. And then he goes and gets shot? Like, who gets shot in Canada? How did that even happen?”

	“That damn treasure hunt,” his mother said with a sigh.

	“That what?” Jacob asked, shocked.

	His mother opened and closed her mouth. “N-nothing,” she said. “I should get back inside.

	“Mom. What treasure hunt? What are you talking about?” Jacob demanded.

	His mother hesitated. She glanced over her shoulder and then back at Jacob. “I told him that he wasn’t allowed to talk about it with you. It was my condition…for letting him see you. For letting him come home when he wanted to.”

	Jacob couldn’t believe it. “My dad…hunted treasure? What, like a pirate?” He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She couldn’t mean it.

	“Just one treasure. A man named Levi Boone Helm buried millions somewhere in British Columbia. That’s part of why we moved to Toronto. Your father promised me a new life, away from his obsession. But then he would find a new clue in some old book, and he would leave again, chasing ghosts…” His mother wiped a hand under one eye as if to brush away a tear, even though she wasn’t crying.

	“Levi Hoone Helm… Why do I know that name?” Jacob asked.

	His mother shrugged. “He was a cannibal in the Wild West. A lot of people know about him.”

	“If he’s that famous, why did Dad think he had a hidden treasure? Wouldn’t someone else have found it by now?”

	“That’s the trouble with treasure,” his mother said. “People always think they’ll be the one to find it. They want the easy way out. They want to be rich. Real life just…doesn’t feel as exciting as that. A wife. A kid. A mortgage. Where’s the adventure?” She leaned over and kissed Jacob on the cheek. He was too tall for her to kiss him on the top of his head anymore, and he suddenly felt too tall, too serious, too thoughtful. He wasn’t ready to be a grown-up.

	“Why didn’t you want me to know?” Jacob asked.

	“Are you kidding? What seven-year-old doesn’t want to hunt for buried treasure? I didn’t want you getting caught up in his…” She stopped herself from whatever curse word she had been about to say, and instead said, “stuff. Treasure hunts, Jacob…they promise you everything. Then they take everything instead.”

	 

	That night, Jacob couldn’t sleep. He tossed and turned, thinking about everything he had learned. He had Googled Levi Boone Helm on the ride home, making sure his mom didn’t see his screen. The man was famous for murdering people (and, yes, sometimes for eating them, which had gotten him the nickname The Kentucky Cannibal), but there wasn’t anything written about a buried treasure. Only one page even mentioned British Columbia, and that was just to say that Helm was there for a month during the gold rush, before going back to the United States. 

	Jacob gave up after the third article. It went into a whole lot of detail about how the man ate a body “like a hyena,” and made Jacob feel pretty sick. He was pretty sure he knew more than he had ever needed to about Levi Boone Helm.

	But he couldn’t keep thoughts of the treasure—and his father’s search for it—out of his brain. And lying in bed that night, trying not to think about it, meant it was all he could think about. The treasure. The cannibal. The man who had missed most of his birthdays and every school concert. 

	Finally, Jacob got up and went downstairs. He got a glass from the kitchen and filled it with cold water from the tap. Taking a drink, he wandered through the quiet house. His mom was asleep upstairs, and the night light in the corner made everything into shadows. The living room was full of boxes. His dad’s stuff had arrived two days before, shipped over from a storage company where his dad had rented space. Jacob and his mom had spent a few hours going through the boxes, and had decided to leave the rest for later.

	James opened a box. Before, it had seemed to be full of strange things: a journal, a compass, a bunch of old letters, a leather belt stuffed full of tools, a large wooden box. Now Jacob pulled out the belt. He ran his fingers over the tools. A set of lock picks, a compass, a small hammer and chisel. Treasure-hunting tools. He put the belt on, walked around to feel the weight. For a second he felt really cool, like Indiana Jones or something. 

	Then he felt silly. 

	Silly, and angry. Was that what his dad had given up so much for? To pretend to be the hero in some bad movie? Jacob kicked the cardboard box, and the wooden box inside tumbled out. It fell into a beam of light from outside, and Jacob saw that the box was old, and engraved with pictures. As he bent over to pick it up, he heard a gasp from behind him.
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