High School Hit List
By Melissa Yi
Published by Olo Books
Smashwords Edition

In association with Windtree Press

Copyright Melissa Yuan-Innes
For Lindsay K. Below, who read this book and said, "Gimmee"
and for Sarah Cortez, who believed in "Indian Time."
With special thanks to Phil Preston, Tesha, Quinn, and Cheyenne
Cover photograph © Natalia Lukiyanova
Title Font: Arslan's Blood, by Arslan Khaliq
Table of Contents
Chapter 5
Jimmy
Monday
I hunkered by the Ottawa riverbank, surrounded by mud and stones. I shoved my slightly numb, red hands in my pockets and sucked the chilly October air into` my lungs.
Then I scooped a cool, smooth rock in the C of my thumb and index finger, tight enough to turn my fingers white.
I reared back on my back foot and launched the rock low at the river. The rock skipped one, two, three, four times before it sank.
A coyote padded out of the woods on the riverbank opposite me. Her paws made almost no noise on the muddy ground, even though my cracked leather boots had crunched on fallen maple leaves and pine needles. She stared at me with those weird yellow eyes and round black pupils and said six words to me: "You have to go to school."
Yeah, animals talk to me. Ever since the day after my eighth birthday. Let me tell you, the thrill's worn off in the past six years. Especially when this one was ragging me about school, same as my grandmother. I ignored her and clicked on my second-hand iPod. I could hardly hear Lordi's "Hard Rock Hallelujah" above the rush of the river's mini-waterfall further downstream.
Coyote kept staring at me. Her narrow, fox-like face and musky smell creeped me out while her words echoed in my head.
You have to go to school.
"You hear that, Jimmy?" cheeped a robin from a pine tree.
I shook my head and scraped another rock out of the dirt with my bare fingers. With any luck, I'd already missed the bus, although come to think of it, I hadn't heard the rumble of the engine yet.
"Jimmy," cheeped the robin.
You'd think if animals spoke, they might say something interesting, right? Next thing you know, they'd be whinging about how I'm "gifted" and I skipped two grades, so I've got to use my "potential."
Potential this. I skipped the next rock. Eight jumps. Not bad.
The Coyote waited and watched me. She didn't say another word, but I could feel her thoughts pushing at me, trying to shove me toward the school.
"Why? 'Cause I've got to 'learn?'" I tossed at her and the robin, a fat little busybody who'd been pulling up worms at the cottage next to the river before the coyote started stirring things up.
Coyote said one more sentence: "Because there's going to be trouble."
***
The whole bus ride, bumping along side roads, picking up other kids in Ottawa's east end before dumping us at West Vincent High School, I thought about what Coyote said. School's one giant shit ball of trouble, as far as I'm concerned. If I could move across Canada, or even across the planet—
"Hey, Jimmy!"
That came from a human named Nige. Someone who knew less than a robin. I ignored him.
"Jimmy. Jimmy White Man!"
The name's Wightman, but they think it's oh-so-funny to call me white man when I'm a red man. Or boy, or whatever you are when you're fourteen. I kept looking out the window. Hay, cows, same old, same old, before we merged on to Highway 417.
"Wait. You're not talking to him right." Another guy started playing Indian, making a high-pitched noise and batting his hand in front of his mouth, warbling it. Wow, I never heard that one before.
"Jimmy, listen up!" The leader, Sickle, dangled his close-shaven head over my seat. "You see my website?"
I kept looking out the window. More houses. Blue sky. Almost no clouds.
"You should. You're on it." He dropped back into his seat and gave his friend a fist bump, like they were the Obamas or something.
I knew in my bones, this was what Coyote was talking about. Trouble.
Now, if I had an iPhone or Blackberry like these rich clods, I could've checked out his website then and there. But I'd either have to borrow one or I'd have to wait until school started. I could go at lunch time.
Don't wait, murmured a voice in my head. It sounded like a spider. Spiders don't talk unless it's an emergency.
Okay, I said back to it, also in my head. Some animals talk with their voices, the way people do, with their eyes and body language and growls thrown in, and some animals throw a thought into your brain. Whatever works.
I settled back into Eminem—his last album didn't do it for me, but I dialed up his song "When I'm Gone," which fit the bad vibes I'd been getting—and watched Sickle and his gang out of the corner of my eyes. His real name is Trent Rumsickle, but everyone calls him Sickle or Sick. I'd thought he was just another white football player-bully-moron, but I'd have to keep a closer eye on him.
A few girls giggled and one guy glanced at me sympathetically, but it all felt like "sucks to be you." The few other Indian kids in the nation's capital are scattered around with a handful at vocational school, learning hairdressing and auto mechanics. There are two other Indian kids at my school, but they're girls, neither of them skipped two grades, and it seems like zero other people on the planet talk to animals.
Which makes me alone, alone, and alone.
I'm okay with that. I'm the one who chose West Vincent's Gifted Program. I thought it might be my ticket out of here. But now I'm in grade 11 and I've figured out mostly it's bullshit like any other school.
Except Coyote made me come today.
When Indians talk about Coyote, it's usually this trickster guy. But the one who came by today was definitely female and she didn't look like she was joking.
I leaned my head against the cool glass of the bus window. Suddenly, I remembered my grandmother telling our friend Phil that sometimes Coyote means death. I was only a little kid then and I got scared. She tried to spin it in a nicer way, like, "It's a new beginning. You have to have winter before spring. Sometimes, you need a forest to burn down so new trees can grow."
Right.
When the bus finally pulled up to the school, I strolled past Sickle and his sniggering pals. I sat on my backpack with my back against the hallway wall, waiting for the computer lab to open.
A guy named Simon Wong dropped his bag beside me. "You see it?"
"What?"
He pulled an iPhone out of the back pocket of his Abercrombie & Fitch jeans. He wore the right labels, but last year he got a boner when he made a speech about Peru, so he's doomed like me. He nudged the glasses back on his nose, pressed a few buttons on his iPhone, and pushed the screen in my face. "Sickle's website."
SICKLE'S TOP FIVE
1. Mr. Waverly
2. Pop Tarts
3. Mrs. Queer
4. Jimmy White Man
5. Sonic Youth
Mr. Waverly's one of our vice principals, the old guy who's always busting Sickle's ass, not that it does any good. Pop Tarts is a fat kid who eats, you guessed it, Pop Tarts. Mrs. Queer is one of the English teachers, always offering you "virtual hugs" because she's not allowed to touch you. Everyone makes fun of her, but she's pretty harmless. You already met me, number four.
Sonic Youth is Simon. It's his favorite band.
"What do you think?" he asked. His hand was shaking. He shoved it in his pocket. We both pretended not to notice.
"He's got it in for us," I said. This was not Sickle's Top Five List of Love.
"I know," said Simon. "But how?"
I poked around the website, looking for more clues, but that was it, just a list of five names, black type on a white background. Sickle was too dumb to make more than a mock-up page. The question was, why bother? Web pages are kind of old school. You have to search for them. It's not like the West Vincent Facebook page that everyone would see. You almost have to advertise.
"Did he tell you about it?" I asked.
"One of his buddies did. Carl. I'm telling Mr. Waverly," said Simon, lifting his chin. "And the police."
That sounded okay. But Mr. Waverly and the police don't solve anything in high school. They think they do. But that's it.
Which was why Coyote asked me to come to school. But what was I supposed to do now that I was here?
I decided I'd better call a friend. For me, that meant talking to an animal.
I said to Simon, "Good idea. See you in class."
His lower lip trembled. But I pushed my back up against the wall, rose to my feet, and left him there.
I punched open the door to the east side. The one good thing about West Vincent is the nature preserve next door, Macangus Paradise. I had twenty minutes to book it over there and ask an animal.
A girl with pigtails and a red bandanna over her forehead muscled her way into the school before I could exit. She glanced at my face and murmured, "Number four." I paused for a second, my hand frozen to the cool metal push bar. I'd never noticed her before, but the girl quoted Sickle's list at me.
She disappeared into the crush of kids climbing the stairs and yapping their way to the lockers.
I hustled out the door, but a school bus pulled tight beside the school, reeking of diesel.
While I paused, I noticed Carl Beaubien, one of Sickle's buddies, hanging around the main entrance on the north side of the school. He smirked. Same old.
I looked past him, my eyes already going out of focus, but he waved his hand and caught my eye.
His index and thumb pointed out. His other fingers were tucked in. His hand was shaped like a gun. He pointed it at me and pretended to fire it.
My heart froze. In a cartoon, it would've turned to ice, like you'd touched it with liquid nitrogen. One nudge with a baseball bat and you could shatter it.
Then I started breathing again. Because at least I knew. This could have been just another "gun move," a dumb prank by one of Sickle's groupies. But I saw the flat glee in Carl's eyes and I knew.
It was a hit list. Sickle wanted to kill me.
I felt a little light-headed. I wanted to slop to the side. But I caught myself. Coyote wanted me here. Not to kill me off. To stop the trouble.
Carl shoved his way back into the school. I took a few breaths of misty October air before I nerved myself up again. I glanced in the air. A seagull would've cheered me up.
Nothing. Just a few wispy clouds hiding the sun.
And then I heard the explosion.
I looked up.
I'd heard a popping noise and a bigger pfft coming from the west side of the building,
And then a small, hollow boom.
Grey smoke billowed through an office window.
A woman screamed, a long, thin scream that got choked off by coughing. The fire alarm jangled. For a second, I stared at the round red metal alarm attached to the brick building directly above my head, clanging its little heart out.
Carl said, "It's starting!"
Kids burst out of the doors, chatting in high, excited voices. From inside, a teacher hollered at them to stay calm.
More smoke spewed out of the office window.
I started running toward the fire, from the outside. Too much chaos inside the school.
Someone yelled, "Jimmy!" but I ignored him. It sounded like a teacher.
A blue curtain waved through the window. Smoke still poured out, reeking like burnt hair and rubber. I pulled my T-shirt over my nose and peeked through the office window.
Someone had knocked over a garbage can and made it vomit paper and food wrappings all over the floor. But I couldn't see any people.
I ran to the double glass doors and yanked them open.
The smoke spewed thicker here. Blinking, I saw someone crumpled in the hallway just outside the doorway to the office. I couldn't make out his face, but I recognized his voice. Mr. Waverly was yelling, "Go on! Just leave me!"
A secretary tugged on his arm, but her heels slipped in a puddle on the tile floor while Mr. Waverly barely budged an inch.
Mr. Waverly grimaced up at me. Even through the smoke, he looked pale. But he was curled on his right side, trying to push himself up with his arms. His hands kept sliding on the wet floor.
The secretary said, "I think it's his right leg. He lost his cane and slipped on the floor—"
I dashed to his right side, avoiding the water as best I could. I threw his right arm around me. "You're going to get up on three. Push on your good leg. One, two, three."
He groaned and tried to hop on his left leg. That was enough. I've helped out enough drunks. Still, my legs buckled before I managed to get us both upright by hauling up on the doorframe.
My T-shirt fell off my nose. I tried yank it up, but Mr. Waverly's weight dragged it down again. I waved the secretary ahead of us.
Mr. W tried to hop on his left foot, but the way he gritted his teeth, I knew it cost him. Me, too. Even an old guy gets heavy after a few steps.
My eyes smarted. I thought the smoke was dying down, though. Definitely the smell was, or my nose had gone dead.
I was sweating. Mr. Waverly slipped and almost crashed to the floor again. I managed to catch him, but slipped in a puddle and banged my hip against the wall. The fire alarm rang and rang and rang in my ears until it became it a dull scream.
Somehow, I clawed my way back to standing.
The secretary held open the doors for us, propping one with her foot and the other with her hand. She was pulling for us, too.
We stumbled out the double glass doors, into the fresh air.
A red and white fire truck pulled up, sirens flashing. Fire fighters in full gear leapt off the truck and grabbed Mr. Waverly from me.
The next hour was a bit of a blur.
A big black firefighter asked me, "Are you all right, son?" while steering me away from the building.
Sickle and his goons waved to me from the football field. Sickle drew his finger across his throat. I turned away.
A big white policeman with a unibrow asked me questions. I thought about telling him about Sickle, but what? That he had a website? I couldn't even prove that it was him who built it. Sickle just told me about it. I know the police have computer forensics and all that, but I didn't know if they'd be able to pin it on him, and if they did, so what? It was just a list of names. With Mr. Waverly on top.
Luckily, the secretary stepped between me and the cop to say, "I was trying to get Mr. Waverly up, but he couldn't move, and that boy, Jimmy, came and got him out of there. Otherwise, we all would have died. He's a hero."
Hero. I couldn't even process that, when all I could smell was burning.
Finally, the cop gave me his card and moved on.
"What do I do now?" I asked the secretary, shoving the card into my back pocket. I didn't even know her name, but I noticed she had quite the rack hidden behind her loose purple top.
She smiled at me a little sadly. "Rough day, huh? I'd get home if I were you. School's cancelled."
Right. Home. They wouldn't be running the school buses. I lived an hour away from West Vincent and Grandmother had brought our car to the shop.
Well, I wasn't in a hurry. I'd take a city bus as far east as possible and then walk or hitch a ride to my place.
I ambled east on Borealis Street. I needed to catch the number 158 OC Transpo bus, which only ran twice a day, but if West Vincent was going to blow, I might as well get as far away as possible.
Still, I stopped to scoop a yellow and orange maple leaf off the sidewalk. I twirled the stem in my fingers like a little kid. I was alive.
"Jimmy. Hey, Jimmy!"
I dropped the leaf and glanced over my shoulder.
Simon was running after me. His stomach jiggled up and down under his shirt. I tried to ignore that. Simon was a good guy, even if he was fat.
Red-faced and sweaty, he slowed down beside me. His leather messenger bag clunked against his back. "Did you hear? Mr. Waverly's leg got blown off by a bomb!"
News traveled fast, even if was the wrong news. Mr. Waverly's leg was still attached, but maybe it was broken. I shrugged. I didn't want to advertise my role.
His dark eyes searched my face. "You're not freaked out? We're next!"
Technically, Pop Tarts and Mrs. Queer were next, but it wasn't like Sickle played by the rules or anything. I nodded.
A sixteen-wheeler truck gunned its motor past us. Simon waited for the rumble to die down before he said, "I'm leaving. My parents were thinking of transferring me to St. Luke's anyway. Now I'm going for it."
Catholic school. I shrugged. "Yeah. If you want."
He wiped his face. He left a streak of grease on his right glasses lens. "You could come with me."
I didn't do Catholic school. I wasn't sure I could bus out to St. Luke's. And, well, Coyote kind of told me to stay here while Sickle tried to wipe us off the planet.
"Maybe," I said, which I've learned is easier than saying no. People tend to let it ride and then they forget.
Down the curve of Borealis Street, a red and white bus poked its face. Simon squinted. "I think it's a 125. That's my bus. What're you waiting for?"
"Anything going east."
"Cool. Take the 125. I'll drive you home."
I shook my head. I lived a good 40 minutes' drive from Wallaby Hamlet.
"It's no big deal. But we'll have to bring my mom, because I've only got my G1 license and it's her car. She'll need something to do or she'll end up crying over me over the next hour."
An SUV swerved past us, marinating us in exhaust. I looked Simon up and down, from his Ralph Lauren wire glasses to his Nike shoes. His family could afford the gas. So I said, "Okay."
His phone started vibrating. He made a face. "There she goes." He pulled his iPhone out of his pocket. "Mom. Yeah, it's me. I'm fine. Only the vice-principal—Mom. Mom. I'm fine. No, don't. I'm already on the bus!"
I shouldered my way on to said bus. I could barely reach past the crush of bodies to drop my three bucks in the fare box. The bus driver kept saying, "Move back. Move back, please," but the bottleneck at the door barely shifted an inch. Luckily, Simon managed to squeeze up off the stairs and the driver closed the door.
Simon shoved his phone back in his pocket and leaned over the fare box to catch my eye. "My mom's driving home, but it'll take her an hour or two to clean up at work and get back. We'll have time to make a plan."
"What kind of plan?"
He cocked an eyebrow like I was nuts. "To bring down—" He nodded at back at the school, indicating He Who Shall Not Be Named, a.k.a. Sickle.
I said, "I thought you were going to St. Luke's."
He snorted. "I am. Are you kidding? My mother's downloading the forms right after she drives you home. But we're going to get this fucker, too." His face turned a bit red when he swore. Simon's not a tough guy, no matter how much he'd like to be. But he was ready and willing to take down Sickle, which I'd have to do solo otherwise.
"Okay. Let's do it." I smiled a bit at him.
Once a buttload of people got off at the North Star Shopping Centre, we snagged a seat together and Simon said, "Here's what I think. If we manage to put Sickle away for the bomb, we won't have to worry any more."
I nodded. Sickle definitely belonged in jail, or wherever they could sling his 16-year-old ass.
"So we just have to trick him or his gang into making a confession."
"How do we do that?"
Simon glanced around the bus. The closest person was a chubby girl in a University of Ottawa sweatshirt, chewing gum in time to Akon blasting out of her MP3 player. Still, Simon lowered his voice to a whisper. "I've been thinking about it. I would love to get a double agent."
"What are you talking about?"
"If we could get one of his tools to turn into a stool pigeon."
I just looked at him.
He sighed. "Don't you watch TV? Here's the deal. We want to wipe Sickle out, right?"
"Right."
"But we don't want to do it ourselves. That's messy."
Personally, I wouldn't mind bashing Sickle over the head with a tree trunk. But if the police could do the heavy lifting, I could deal with that. "Okay."
"So if we could get one of his jerkoffs to confess to the police, the police would arrest Sickle and we'd be home free. Once Sickle got out, if he freaked out on anyone, it would be the turncoat, not us."
"Unless the turncoat blamed us and Sickle decided to squish us instead. He already wants to," I said.
Simon glared at me before he stared out the window like the Mac's corner store sign fascinated him.
"Good idea, though," I said, too late. "I'd be game for that." The more I got to know Simon, the more I liked him. He was smart in a kind of devious way. "Any idea who could be the turncoat? Nige and Carl are closer to him than his own balls."
Simon laughed so hard he honked through his nose. He sounded like such a quad, I started laughing too.
Finally, Simon pushed his glasses back up his nose and said, "I thought maybe his girlfriend."
That sobered me up fast. Emily Chu is this quiet, skinny Chinese girl I've known since grade seven, but in the past year she ditched her glasses, got beautiful, and somehow started going out with Sickle.
"I know her from Chinese school. She used to be all right," said Simon. From the way he looked down and started plucking at his jeans, I realized he'd like to get into Emily's pants himself. This could get messy fast.
"I guess you could talk to her," I said. "We should have a backup plan or two, though, just in case."
"Like what?"
After a minute, I said, offhand, "We could kill him."
Simon giggled. Then he said, "That was a joke, right?"
"Yeah," I said, but even to me, my voice rang hollow.
If Sickle wanted to kill everyone on his top five list, he should have pulled a Columbine. By the time we figured out where the shots were coming from, we would've been dead. A bomb is a pretty dumb fuck way of doing it because it clears the building before you can get to all of your victims.
Sickle didn't want to mow us all down. He wanted to play with us, like a cat, killing us one at a time. And I didn’t know what to do about it. But I had to try.
Simon led me up a big stone two-story fronted by a two-car garage and a pristine white basketball hoop. I was surprised by the good-sized dog scrabbling in the back yard. Red fur, big bushy tail. When she saw us, she barked, a high-pitched but well-mannered greeting. "Hello!" She barked again, eyes fixed on me. "Who are you?"
It's a two-way street, talking to animals. Some of them don't talk at all, at least to me. Some of them would talk except they're busy doing other stuff. It's only a few who talk all the time.
"Do you mind dogs?" Simon asked.
I shook my head. I'd rather see a dog than poke around someone's empty house any day. So we dumped our bags in the front hall and walked straight through to the back yard. She jumped and wagged and barked like she hadn't seen Simon for weeks.
"Hey, Chloe," he said. He patted her head. "She's half chow, half husky."
I hate it when people introduce their dogs by breed. Would you introduce a human like, "She's two parts Cherokee and one part Senegalese. A real Heintz 57!" Oh, wait. That is how they introduce you. If you're not white.
I patted Chloe. She flattened her ears and said, "Bad smell."
Sorry, I thought at her. I guess the smoke got in my clothes.
Simon said, "Chows are supposed to be dumb, but my mom said they did the tests wrong. They're a different kind of smart. If they're tired of a test, they walk away and won't do it anymore. So they get marked as stupid even though they're smarter than all the Labs put together."
Hmm. I started to like Simon's mom more. That's what I would have said about a lot of Indians who do bad on school tests.
Chloe still shied away from me, so I dropped my hand. She said, "Danger."
I tried to ask her, "What kind of danger?"
To my surprise, she flashed me a picture of a grizzly bear standing on its hind legs. As far as I know, there aren't too many bears in the nation's capital. Even in Gillwood, the rural armpit where I live, I've never glimpsed a black bear, and I'm sure the animals I talked to would have mentioned one.
So either Chloe wasn't too bright after all, or she knew something I couldn't explain. I wanted to talk to her more, but not with Simon eyeballing us. He said, "She likes you. She doesn't usually like strangers." He squinted at me. Sunlight fell across his face, lighting up his glasses.
I suddenly realized that Simon didn't invite a lot of people over. I knelt beside him and twisted my knuckles in the grass, wishing it was Chloe's warm fur. I said, "I like her."
Chloe rolled on her back with her forelegs bent. Simon scratched her tummy. The dog panted with pleasure while her tongue hung out the side of her mouth. For a second, I wished my Stray Dog liked to play with me like that.
"By the way, it wouldn't work," said Simon.
"What wouldn't?" I was thinking about Stray Dog.
"Killing Sickle off. First of all, Thou shalt not kill and all that." His Adam's apple bobbed in his throat and he started talking faster. "And secondly, if you killed him, Carl or Nige or the rest of his tools would take over. It's that whole thing about how people think you could've prevented World War II by killing Hitler, but someone else would've taken his place."
"Yeah. I've never been totally convinced about that." Simon's eyes bulged. I added, "The Hitler thing, I mean." Man, he took things seriously. But maybe I was the idiot, thinking about dogs when a classmate wanted us dead. "Listen, I don't want to take him out. But I don't know what else to do or how to make the police arrest him."
"We just need to put them on his scent. If he's busy fighting off the police, he won't be trying to kill us."
"I guess." Sickle would probably love to multitask. Then I remembered walking past a fancy computer in the middle of Simon's kitchen. "Hey, what about spying on him with a camera? I heard they've even got a camera you can hide in a shirt button. Could we plant that on him and wait for him to confess?"
Simon's lit up. "I've heard about those."
We dashed back in the house. Chloe followed us, barking, "Walk! Walk!" but when she realized we were just going to crouch by the computer without walking her, she sighed and lay down on the floor beside us.
I let Simon do the searching. After a minute, he said, "It says that spy cams with audio are supposed to be for law enforcement agencies only, at least for the U.S."
We sat in depressed silence. Chloe rolled on her back again. Simon rubbed her stomach with his bare foot without bothering to look down at her.
He added, "On the other hand, I found a bunch of websites selling spy cams with audio, so I guess we'll just ignore that part. Check it out."
We drooled over spy cams hidden in pens, watches, and clocks. I checked the prices at the same time, though, and my heart sank. Even though everything said SALE!, they listed for at least fifty and more like 150 bucks. I'd have better luck turning Emily Chu into a double agent than coming up with that kind of cash. Or even half.
"We'd have to get it on him first," I said.
"And then we wouldn't be able to use the evidence, because it's illegal," said Simon. "Nanny cams without audio are okay, so you can catch her beating your kid, but they won't let you eavesdrop on people. Let me think about it. In the meantime..." He plugged "Trent Rumsickle" into Google and started clicking away.
I read over his shoulder, but I kept offering my hand to Chloe's snout. She wrinkled her nose and sniffed it a little before she let her head flop back on the ground. I took that as a yes and rubbed her stomach with my dirty sock foot. She rolled on her back to offer me more access.
I smiled for what felt like the first time that day.
Simon glanced up from the screen. "Okay, here we go. His parents got divorced when he was seven and his mom remarried an accountant named Arthur Glover. Sickle's sister has Down's Syndrome. They live in White Hills—I got the address if you want it. I even found a picture of their house." He showed me the listing for a two-story house, not so different from Simon's, but bricks and columns instead of a stone exterior. Nice but not a McMansion.
I got a little zing when Simon said sister, so I backtracked. "What about the sister? How old is she?"
Simon worked the keyboard a bit more. "Twelve. So, like, four years younger than Sickle. She goes to Sir Wil."
Sir Wilfred Laurier, a regular school. Not a private school. Interesting. I said, "What's her name?"
"Violet."
I wondered if she was named after someone. I said, "Is there a picture of Violet?"
Simon made a face. "Why are you asking so much about her? We want to get Sickle, right?"
"Right," I said, "It's just that that's the only thing that doesn't fit. I mean, they probably drive a fancy car."
"A Mercedes Benz C-class and a Jaguar X-type. A boat, too. And a cottage in the Muskokas."
"You're good," I said. Simon shrugged, but we almost didn't need a spy cam with him on the computer digging this stuff up. I got back on-track. "Right. So they're yuppies on a second marriage with this picture-perfect life. Except for Violet."
"Lots of kids have Down Syndrome. My cousin does."
"Right." To me, Simon had the perfect life, too, except the part where he was a Chinese nerd. "But do you care if your cousin's got it?"
"No. He's a good guy."
"Right. But I bet Sickle's family cares." Most white people care a lot about stuff. Hell, a lot of Indian people do, too. But Indians know family. My parents are out of the picture, but my grandmother and her friends are always looking out for me.
Who was looking out for Sickle? And who was he looking out for?
Simon turned up the volume on his computer's iTunes, blasting some noise from Sonic Youth.
I said slowly, "I bet Violet has a lot of medical records."
"I guess so." He nodded along to the song, which was "Tuff Gnarl," according to the banner across the screen.
"You think you could get those?"
He stopped humming.
"I dunno. Hospitals are hard to get into."
"Yeah. But could you try?"
His mouth twisted. "Why don't we just leave Violet alone? She's not hurting anyone."
"I'm not going to hurt her," I said, but I dropped it. I couldn't explain it, but Violet was key. "Anyway, thanks for finding out all that."
He clicked on to our school website and then flipped over to CBC news. "Hey! They said it was only smoke bombs!"
I leaned over his shoulder.
***
SMOKE BOMBS AT HIGH SCHOOL INJURES ONE STAFF MEMBER
Three staff members of West Vincent High School were taken to hospital after two smoke bombs were thrown in the administrative office this morning, causing a small fire.
Police say the bombs were thrown in through the open window of the office, where eight staff members prepared for morning classes, around 8:15 a.m.
Vice Principal Hamish Waverly is in stable condition at the Ottawa Hospital. Two other staff members have been treated for smoke inhalation and released.
Police are also investigating reports of water in the hallway outside the office at the time of the smoke bombs. However, the school plumbing system appears intact.
Officials say school will reopen tomorrow. The parent-teacher conference will take place Wednesday at 7 p.m. as planned.
***
"I can't believe his name is Hamish," said Simon.
I had to laugh, too, but I sobered up fast. "They're reopening our school."
"Yeah. Shoot. I thought we'd get a few days off, anyway."
I didn't remind him about St. Luke's. "So we've got to catch this bastard ASAP."
Simon brooded. "How can they send us back with a murderer?"
"I guess they haven't killed anyone yet. And if it's just smoke bombs, they probably want to show they're not intimidated by school pranks."
"So then we're screwed. Because even if we get a spy cam, it'll take at least a few days to ship. And there's no way I can talk Emily around in the next twelve hours."
Sensing Simon's mood, Chloe sat up and pressed her body against his legs. He ignored her, but I realized what a good dog she was.
"Maybe we can spy on him another way," I said, staring at Chloe.
She wagged her tail a bit, but her eyes turned back to Simon.
He said, "What are you talking about?"
I wanted to tell him. I wanted to say, "Hey, guess what? I know this sounds crazy, but I can talk to animals. What if we got an animal to spy on Sickle? We wouldn't have to pay it a cent and I'd know exactly what he was doing."
But I'd never told anyone I could talk to animals.
And I had to find an animal first.
So I just said, "Let me think about it."
"Hey, no fair, man. I told you everything and you're just going to keep it all to yourself?"
"That's right. I don't want to blow my wad and look stupid."
He tilted his head to the side and thought about it. "Yeah, okay. Hey, you hungry?"
"Always." We cleaned off a few peanut butter sandwiches and a whole box of sushi, which I'd never tried before but tasted pretty good, especially with the wasabi steam-cleaning my sinuses. While I chewed, I tried to come up with an animal spy. Someone I could trust. Someone who could talk. And someone inconspicuous.
Simon headed back to the computer and cranked up "Bull in the Heather" by, you guessed it, Sonic Youth. More weird chords and chanting by a drugged-out "singer."
I said, "Hey, have you ever heard of Lordi?"
"Is that a Christian band?" he answered without turning around.
I sighed and dropped into the hard kitchen chair beside him. If we had a chance, I'd show him Eurovision and real rock 'n' roll.
Simon clicked on Sickle's house again. God bless Google Maps. We could map the route to Sickle's lair and calculate travel time to the minute. Plus Google's satellite photos showed real photos of the house and street.
Simon tapped on the street photo. Sickle's family had a gate. That was a little unusual in Ottawa. Sure, some diplomats set up gates, but most regular people, even in richmeister White Hills, just have a house set back from the road.
I stared at the concrete pillars shouldering Sickle's black iron gate. Two signs hung on either side of the gate. One diamond said, in neat blue letters, PRIVATE PROPERTY. The other ordered, NO TRESPASSING.
"Jesus," I said.
"I don't think there's too much about our Lord and Saviour about that house," said Simon.
I glanced sideways at him. Was he going to start preaching at me? I don't have too much against Christians until they try to convert me, which makes me want to sic rattlesnakes on them. He caught my look and shut up.
"Sorry," I said.
"It's okay," he said, even though his face closed up like a clam.
I tried to change the subject. "At least they've got the cash to look after Violet."
Simon shrugged. "Or they spent it all on the house."
I nodded. The house looked bigger in this view. It takes a lot of money to heat up and cool a monster like that. Of course, I'd trade my shack for that beast any day.
"They have a pool, too," Simon offered, clicking on an aerial view.
Someday I'd have non-stop wireless access by my private beach and I'd be sipping Mai Tais with my honeys. In the meantime, I tried not to drool too hard over Sickle's kidney-shaped in-ground pool and lounge chairs. Then I noticed something funny about their roof. I pointed at the screen. "Can you zoom in on that?"
"Not the best view," said Simon, but he obliged. "I noticed that, too. It's a green roof. You know that thing where you can grow zucchinis on your roof? Any sort of garden keeps the heat out in the summer and keeps the place warm in the winter."
I shook my head. I still hated Sickle, but at least someone in his family thought about something besides Mai Tais.
The good news was, where you've got a garden, you've got animals. So they had animals right on top of their house. Maybe I could recruit them. But how could I get past that gate?
I heard a something squeaking. I thought it was more dreck from Sonic Youth, but then I realized it came from the next room and it was saying, "Hungry! Hungry!"
Simon kept playing with the keyboard.
I said, "Hey, what's that squeaking noise?" as if I couldn't tell it was a rodent.
"Oh, that's my sister's rat." He clicked on another view of Sickle's roof. "I wonder if they really do have zucchinis."
"A rat?"
He sighed. "Yeah. They're supposed to be smarter than mice. She saw one on TV and got all excited and had to have a rat. Not a mouse or a ferret or a hamster or a degu. A flipping rat."
"So is it a genius?" I asked. It was still saying, "Hungry! Hungry!", which is not exactly E=mc squared, but I've been there. Starvation doesn't make for chit chat.
Simon shrugged. "I dunno. The guy who sold it to us swore it was bright. He used all these friggin' mazes, said it helped to stimulate their brains. My parents bought a maze, a cage, the whole shebang. But Claire's more into her Bratz dolls now. She tried to sell that rat on Kijjiji, but surprise, surprise, no one wanted it. Even with the free maze."
"Can I see it?"
Simon pushed his glasses back up on his nose. "Sure, I guess."
We popped into his sister's room. Standard little girl room with horse stickers stuck to the headboard, except it smelled like rodent bedding and a wire cage stood by the door.
Simon groaned. "I bet she hasn't even cleaned the cage. My mother asked our cleaning lady to do it, but she's scared of the rat."
I wouldn't want to live in a rat cage, but this one was super deluxe, big enough for three sets of melamine shelves, a staircase, a wheel, and some upside down flower pots. The rat itself, covered with brown fur except for a white stripe between its intelligent black eyes, stared back at me from the floor of the cage.
I said, out loud, "Hi."
"Hungry," it squeaked back. It didn't seem to be able to speak telepathically, but it understood me.
"Where do you keep your rat chow?" I didn't take my eyes off the rat. Its food dish was empty, except for a few dusty crumbs, and its water bottle was only a quarter full. The wood chip bedding was chewed up and full of stool pellets.
Simon sighed. "In the pantry. You seriously want to feed it?"
"He's hungry." The rat had testicles.
"Fine." Simon beckoned me to the pantry, its neat white shelves of everything from dried beans to white skinny dried noodles with Chinese writing on the package. It amazed me how clean Simon's family kept the house, but a living animal, the rat, they just let it go hungry.
While I scooped up a cup of rat chow and unlatched the cage door, Simon grumbled, "That thing could jump out or bite."
As soon as the food rattled in the stainless steel dish, the rat leaped on it. The way it chewed, cheeks bulging, it wasn't going anywhere except to lunch. "What's its name?" I asked.
Simon sighed. "King Rat. She saw it in a book somewhere."
King Rat, I thought at him. He barely paused in his munching. His jaws worked frantically. He was too starved to pay attention, so I washed and filled his water bottle instead.
"You don't have to do this," said Simon. "It's Claire's job. Actually, she might give me her allowance. Then it'd be my job."
I ignored him. I hooked the water bottle back on the cage. King Rat had already finished the chow. He glugged the water until I could practically hear it splashing in his stomach.
King Rat paused to make eye contact with me. "Food. Water!"
You're welcome, I thought at him.
He raced through a tunnel, popped up and down two miniature staircases, and finally reached a clump of semi-fresh wood shavings and pooped. I turned my back on him to give him a bit of privacy.
Simon said, "Are we done yet? I want to show you something."
"Just a second," I said. I thought at the rat, King Rat. Can you do me a favour?
"Hungry," he squeaked.
I sighed and got him another cup of chow. He ate half of it, cheeks bulging, and licked his paws.
Would you like to get out of your cage? I asked him.
King Rat considered. "Maybe."
He was smart. I smiled. I thought, Would you like to go on a trip? Like a vacation? I pictured the rooftop garden in my head, emphasizing the flowers, the bees buzzing, the fresh air blowing through fur.
"Yes," cheeped King Rat.
I smiled.
Simon said, "This is boring."
I looked at Simon's pleasant, doughy face and I just didn't see him believing I could talk to animals, let alone becoming a fan. So I just said, "Can I borrow King Rat? Like, for a few days?"
Simon snorted. "You can have him for, like, ever."
"You should ask Claire. A week should do it."
I had my spy.
Sickle
Four years ago
"Trent! Violet!" Mom yells. "It's Arthur! He's early!"
Right. I hunch over the computer, seriously hooked on GTA4. I press F2 to record myself riding a motorcycle right off the roof of a two-story building.
I soar through the air and accidentally land on a pedestrian.
I grin. I'll have to replay that one later.
"Trent!" Mom hammers on the door.
I pause the action. Great games like Grand Theft Auto 4 should not be paused. "What?" I lift the headphones off my ears.
Mom flings open my door and points to the bathroom. "Can you wipe Violet, honey? I should be the one who answers the door."
Ah, shit. Vi gets constipated all the time.
I push my chair back. "I'll get the door."
"No, honey. I want to introduce you to Arthur. He's really something."
Yeah. Something useless, like the other desperate schmucks she's run through since my dad took off.
I just shove by her. She's only curled half her hair, so I know there's no way she's running past me to show this new guy her fucked-up look. Vi can wipe her own ass most of the time, but I don't need to see my sister's rear end any more than I have to.
"Trent! Come back here!" Mom yells at my back while I thunder down the stairs. But the next second, she's running to the bathroom, calling, "Violet! Wait for Mommy!" while the doorbell chimes again and again.
I don't know why the maid doesn't just let him in. That's what we pay her for, right? But Mom's a freak and thinks we should answer our own door. Whatever.
A man stares at me through the arched windowpanes in our front door.
I stare back at him. He's a lot older than my mom. I'm not good at guessing ages, but his balding grey hair and glasses give him away even though he stands up really straight. His suit's cut loose, but I can tell he's skinny with only a bit of a pot belly, so must keep himself in shape, although not as good as my dad.
He doesn't ring the doorbell again. He just stares at me through the window, stares straight down his skinny nose like he smells something bad. For a second, I feel like I'm going to pee myself, even though I haven't done that since I was three.
I stand up straight too. I'm tall for 12, almost 5'9", but Arthur's got a few inches on me. And even though Dad and Mom and teachers are always trying to bust my ass and make me do whatever they want, no one's come closer than this asshole watching me through the glass with his cold grey eyes, his skinny nose and scarecrow body.
He's not smiling.
He's not pretending.
He's just looking.
So I look back at him. But my stomach rolls like bubbles in a boiling pot of water.
Then my mother rushes down the stairs, with Violet's heavy feet bumping behind her. "Let Arthur in, Trent! Don't just stand there."
So I reach for the door handle. But my hand just freezes up on the cold metal.
I can't make myself let him in.
Mom shoves me out of the way. "For God's sake, Trent!" She smoothes her hair, which she's put into some sort of bun to hide the half-done look. She throws open the door and does a cutesy wave at Arthur. "Kids, you know," she said.
Mom drops her hand on his arm to lead him in. He lets her, but I can tell he's not enjoying her touching him.
He's looking at me.
I move in front of Vi.
He looks at Vi, who calls out "Hi!" and starts running at him to hug him, but I block her with my body. She starts flapping at me, "Tre-ent!" but I ignore her.
Arthur's grey eyeballs stare past us. Somehow, he picks out all the flaws in our house. The scuff in the hallway paint from when Carl and I were tossing a ball inside and I tackled him. The hall closet door that gapes open a bit because I yanked too hard on it last week, plus Mom shoves all our junk in there.
Arthur finally smiles, showing off his sharp yellow teeth. "You must be Trent and Violet. I'm pleased to meet you."
Jimmy
Monday afternoon
Simon drove me home in a shiny blue Honda Accord. His mother rode shotgun and I sat in the backseat with King Rat and his cage.
"Are you sure you don't want us to put King Rat in the trunk?" Mrs. Wong asked for the tenth time, peering at me over her shoulder. Simon looked a lot like her, with the glasses and round face, except he was a bit taller and a lot bulkier.
"No, thanks. He likes it better here," I said.
King Rat licked his paws, seemingly undisturbed by the bumpy ride along the Queensway, Ottawa's main highway artery. I liked King Rat's starburst of whiskers. I've got to admit, I wasn't crazy about his 7-inch, hairless tail, but it didn't make me want to climb up on a chair and start screaming. He was a big fella, too, nine inches long and reasonably fat considering they'd forgotten to feed him. I wondered if he'd be able to sneak into Sickle's place unnoticed or if he'd have to wait outside for them to use their pool. In October, in Canada, that could be a long time.
Mrs. Wong said, "If you want to keep King Rat, I'm sure Claire would want you to have it."
Simon glanced at me in the rearview mirror without saying anything or smiling, but he didn't have to. Humans are sometimes easier to read than animals.
Mrs. Wong went on, "It's a very bright pet. It did lots of puzzles. Sometimes it almost..."
Simon sighed, loud and gusty, but I said, "Almost what?"
"Nothing," she said with a little laugh. "Sometimes it looks like it wants to talk. That's all."
"Mo-om!" Simon broke out.
"No worries," I said. "He can talk all he wants with me." Simon looked at me strangely and I realized I was smiling. I dropped it, but he stared out the window, eyebrows knit. I wouldn't be able to come out of the Doctor Doolittle closet with Simon anytime soon.
Simon kept Sonic Youth playing, but real low, while his mother talked. She kept twisting in her chair to make eye contact with me. "You could go to St. Luke's, too, Jimmy. They're taking applications. It would be nice if Simon had a friend."
"Mom," said Simon. He swerved off the exit ramp too fast.
Mrs. Wong chided him before turning back to me. "I could send you the link for an application, too. Let me ask your mother."
"I live with my grandmother," I said. Simon checked my face in the mirror, but flicked back to the road before I met his eyes.
"Oh, sorry," said Mrs. Wong. "I can talk to your grandmother instead."
I shook my head. "No, thanks. Simon, could you take a right here? And then it's your first left."
When we turned on to Bumbleberry Lane, I grabbed my backpack. "Hey, that's my place, the one with the red mailbox." I left out the part that the paint was flaking off the rusted metal mailbox. "You can leave me right here. I'm good."
"With that giant rat cage? Don't be silly," said Mrs. Wong.
Simon signaled a left into my driveway and started bouncing over potholes.
"Slow down!" yelled Mrs. Wong.
No one from school had come to my place in years. I glanced at the yellow birch and red maple leaves outside the window instead of swearing. Then Simon tried to deke around a pothole. A low-hanging branch thumped the roof of the car.
Mrs. Wong jumped and said something in Chinese.
"I'll trim that tonight," I said.
Simon pulled up in front of our shack, easily the smallest and most run-down house on Bumbleberry Lane, if not Eastern Ontario. Part of me wanted to explain that we'd gotten rid of the bats and that the blue tarps blanketing the walls covered the original log cabin construction. They could see the logs for themselves every time a tarp flapped in the wind. Grandmother didn't have the cash to paint the house, so the tarps kept the walls semi-protected until then.
But I shut up and pretended my house was just as good as Simon's.
Mrs. Wong said, "It looks very...cozy."
Right. I popped open the door and scooted around the other side to grab King Rat's cage. "Thanks for letting me borrow King Rat. See you around, Sime!"
He hit the trunk latch button. "Let me help you with the rat chow." At least he didn't sound sickened by the shack.
Grandmother stepped out of the house. She paused for only a second when she saw me hauling the rat cage. Then she shook hands with Mrs. Wong, who had gotten out of the car to meet her. "Thank you. Thank you for taking care of my grandchild," Grandmother said. She's formal with people she doesn't know. That, plus her greying hair braided into a bun probably made her look like a museum statue come to life. If the statue wore jeans.
Mrs. Wong pumped Grandmother's hand up and down while I set King Rat's cage on the ground. He ran around the base of his cage a few times, feeling the straggly grass and dirt under his paws. I felt a little better. We might be poor, but at least I'd remember to feed King Rat and let him sniff the earth.
"I'll IM you tonight," said Simon, lifting the sack of rat chow on his shoulder.
I motioned for him to drop it beside the cage. "I don't have Internet access."
His eyes widened and his whole body jerked before he coughed and shifted from foot to foot. "Yeah. Okay. Well, maybe calling would be better anyway. You in the book?"
I nodded and my shoulders relaxed a little. Simon was okay.
"Hungry!" King Rat piped up again.
Later, I thought at him, hoping he'd be able to think past his stomach at Sickle's house.
Mrs. Wong was still selling Catholic school to Grandmother, so I said to Simon, "Just do me a favour. If you find out anything about Violet, let me know, okay?"
He glanced down at a patch of crabgrass. After a minute, he said, "Yeah. All right."
Once the Honda rolled back out over the potholes, Grandmother scooped me into her arms and spoke Mohawk in my ear. I didn't understand all of it, but I got the gist. She loved me. She heard about the smoke bombs on the radio. She was scared.
She couldn't lift me the way she used to, but she squeezed my ribs so hard I thought they'd crack.
She smelled like tanning leather and fresh bread. I breathed deep. I don't let her hug me often anymore. I just don't feel like it. But today, I hugged her back. Her body felt skinnier than I remembered.
She said, "I can smell it on you."
"What?" I thought of how Chloe, Simon's dog, wouldn't let me touch her because of the "bad smell." Maybe there was something in the smoke bombs, but I was starting to think it was more than that. Also, I should have showered at Simon's.
Grandmother backed up a little and tilted her head, considering. She's always smelling stuff. She won't even go to some people's houses or restaurants because they smell "wrong." My mother used to joke about it before she went away.
King Rat was ran up and down the staircases in his cage, saying, "Cold! Windy!"
The wind cut through my windbreaker and the holes in my jeans. I tried to make a joke. "Do I need some more Right Guard?"
Grandmother smiled a little. "You need some sort of guard, anyway."
"Like what? What do you smell?" I really wanted to know. The smoke from the fire? Rat chow? Or could she smell a curse laid by a white guy on the World Wide Web?
Her eyes narrowed. Finally, she said, "Enigonhahetgea."
Even I knew enough Mohawk to figure that one out. The evil twin.
Grandmother laid her warm brown hand against my cheek. Then she let her hand fall told me the legend again. "When Sky Woman fell down to earth, she had twins. One was the Great Spirit, Enigorio, and the other was Enigonhahetgea." Her voice dropped off like even his name tasted bad.
It's our Adam and Eve story, I guess, but I like it a lot better. In the olden days, Sky Man and Sky Woman lived—wait for it—in the sky. Sky Woman had a dream that the Great Tree, the sacred tree they lived with, was uprooted. Obeying the dream, Sky Man struggled and strained and finally dug up that tree, which works out okay when you're on land but not so well when you live in the clouds.
Sky Woman fell through the hole.
The birds saw her plunge and caught her on their wings to cushion her fall, but they knew she could not survive in the oceans covering the entire surface of the earth.
The Duck, the Beaver, and the Loon dove down into the depths of the ocean. They swam as deep as they could, searching for the ocean bottom, trying to scrape up a scrap of dirt for her to land on. But they couldn't hold their breath long enough.
Finally, the Muskrat managed to capture a bit of earth. The Turtle volunteered its shell as a landing pad. The Muskrat ended up spreading so much mud that turtle's back, it turned into Turtle Island, that little piece of earth that people now call North America.
Sky Woman landed safely and gave birth to twins, one good and one evil.
I liked the legend. But I was seriously confused. Chloe the dog thought I smelled like a grizzly bear. And Grandmother thought I smelled like the evil twin. I decided to stick with Grandmother for now. "So what you're saying is, the evil twin is alive and going to West Vincent High School?"
Grandmother said, "He's alive and well in all of us. Just as the Great Creator is, too. You can't have creation without destruction. That's just part of the deal."
I didn't crack a smile even though she was trying to talk like a kid. "But what'm I supposed to do with this evil guy? He goes to my school." I almost never asked Grandmother for help like that, but I'd never been put on a hit list before, either.
Grandmother frowned and leaned closer. She didn't touch me with her nose, but she leaned forward and inhaled deeply. It's pretty weird if you're not used to it.
Then she sneezed.
I leaped a foot backward.
King Rat jumped and squeaked in his cage.
The corners of Grandmother's mouth jerked upward for a second. Then she said, about the smell I guess, "A lot of sadness in that one."
Sickle? Sad? Chloe's grizzly bear seemed more accurate.
"You sure you got the right guy?" I joked.
She tapped the side of her nose. "Most bullies are sad."
Well, at least she got the bully part right. She wasn't helping a whole lot, though.
"So he's just your average bully?"
She exhaled and looked down at King Rat, who was licking his fur coat. She said, "No one is average."
"That doesn't make sense." We're all supposed to be average except the shining diamonds and the miserable dregs. That's what the bell curve is all about.
She shrugged. "It does if you want it to."
I sighed. White people talk all the time, in your face, explaining and complaining, whether you want them to or not. Indians usually don't talk so much, which is usually restful, except when you want them to talk. Like now.
Fine. I hefted King Rat's cage. "Is it okay with you if King Rat stays for a week? He's going to help me out."
She smiled. "He is always welcome." She glanced around our yard and stooped to pick up a long stick, which she placed to the left of the front door, for Stray Dog. Her knees cracked, but she waved me back when I tried to take the stick from her.
"Did Stray Dog come by?" I asked, to change the subject.
"He was looking for you earlier."
For a second, I wondered if she'd mixed him up with Coyote. They don't look much alike. Even if you don't know animals well, Coyote's fur is brown mixed with grey and white and has the world's bushiest tail. Stray Dog is bigger, blacker and rib-counting skinny with a whip-like tail. But then Grandmother said, "Coyote too."
As a rule, coyotes don't show themselves during the day. Today she'd come out twice. This was serious.
"You didn't tell me about those guys," King Rat chittered.
I laughed. Yeah, you're not in your rooftop garden yet, Toto. "You don't have to worry about them," I said out loud.
Grandmother looked at me, but she didn't ask me to explain. She's the only person who knows I talk to animals. She's known for years. She doesn't make a big deal out of it. She pushed open the door. "Let's have supper."
I inhaled deeply. "Fresh corn bread?"
She smiled. "It should be ready by now. I defrosted some beef stew, too."
My stomach growled on cue. Grandmother buys meat in bulk and freezes meals in batches so I'll have something to eat when she's off on the powwow circuit. Beef stew and fresh corn bread beat Simon's sushi any day of the week.
After I wiped my plate clean with the last piece of corn bread, Grandmother said, "I'll do the dishes tonight. Now go talk to the stray. He's waiting."
"Took you long enough," said Stray Dog when I ambled out the front door.
I tossed him a piece of beef jerky. "Nice to see you, too."
He snapped up the jerky in two bites and paused to chew it. I wanted to touch his smoky fur coat, which was coming in thicker now with the fall weather, but he's not much for stroking.
Stray Dog licked his lips and stared hard at me with his caramel brown eyes. When I didn't offer him any more treats, he said, "We need a plan,"
That's what I love about dogs. They say we. None of this "you need to go to school" crap. They think together. Nice. I chewed a chunk of beef jerky. Grandmother puts all sorts of crazy stuff in her jerk recipe, like apple cider and even Jack Daniels if she can get a hold of some, so it tasted pretty awesome. "You mean about Sickle?"
"You got some other evil I don't know about?" He stared hard at the beef jerky strip, though, so I bit off a piece and threw it to him.
"Is he really evil?" I played dumb. It's okay to do that with animals.
The stray just looked at me. He'd already swallowed the jerky.
I ate mine fast before he could get it all off of me. "Okay. What's your plan?"
"I'm the dog. I don't have any plans."
"Sure you do. You want to rip his throat out?"
The stray looked at me some more, although his skinny tail whipped from side to side.
I sighed. So much for dogs as team players. "Okay, fine. You want me to come up with the solution this because it's my problem. Right?"
"He won't leave you alone" was all Stray Dog said. He eyed my hands, but I showed him they were empty. He sighed and sat down to scratch his head with his hind leg, slitting his eyes with the effort. He dropped his leg and added, "In this lifetime or the next."
"Crap. Has this been going on for a while?" By this point, nothing surprised me.
"Only about four lifetimes."
"What happened?"
"Your grandmother can fill you in."
"Okay." Nobody was giving me the full story, but I could piece it together eventually. Stray Dog was never too chatty. My priority right now was getting rid of Sickle. "Fine. But we need a plan. All I know is that he's really got it in for me and you don't want to rip his throat out."
"I didn't say that."
True. He just hadn't answered me. "Sorry."
He smiled, showing his teeth. "I want to, but he's got some weapons of his own."
"Like what?"
"You think you're the only one with special powers?"
I stopped to think about that. As a matter of fact, I did. I'd gotten so used to being the only one. Like I said, the only one talking to animals, the only Indian, the only one skipping two grades. Too bad that when the Great Creator decided to give me company, he picked Sickle instead of, say, the chicks from McQueen. "What's he got?"
"I don't know. But Crow can see an aura around him. He said it's dark red."
Dark red. Didn't mean anything to me. I didn't even know crows could see magic or that people had auras. "Do you know what that means?"
Stray Dog just looked at me.
"Right. Talk to the grandmother." I kicked a clod of dirt out of the driveway. In the house, I could hear Grandmother running the water and clinking the dishes. All of a sudden, I had to get moving. I hustled down the driveway, jumping over the potholes. Stray Dog stayed by my side. I muttered, "Can Crow spy on him a bit? Give me an idea?"
"He's trying. But your friend pulls a lot of his shit indoors. Makes it hard for us."
"Hm." I let the "friend" bit ride. "Okay. I've actually got that part covered. I borrowed a rat."
Stray Dog sprang ahead of me, prancing and laughing a fit to kill.
"Hey. Come on. It's supposed to be a smart rat."
Stray Dog bounded into the woods and back, still laughing. After a minute, I laughed too. "Well, listen. It can't hurt. I've seen Sickle's house. It's got a gate. You wouldn't be able to get close."
Stray Dog's teeth flashed in the dark. He didn't have to say it out loud, but I knew what he was thinking: Try me.
Fear knifed my heart. I didn't want Sickle to hurt anyone, but especially Stray Dog. I said, "Come on." I started running and he kept pace with me before tearing ahead, up the embankment, and parallelling me through the woods. I could hear him tearing through stray branches, knocking off the leaves. He burned extra energy tonight.
I glanced up and down our dead-end road. No cars. We barreled down the hill, kicking up gravel. Stray Dog bounded with his tail high in the air and I raced as fast as I could, hollering into the night air.
We ignored the ROAD CLOSED. BRIDGE OUT sign and leaped on the bridge. My boots slipped on the wooden slats, still wet from yesterday's rain, and I slowed down. Stray Dog bounded ahead of me, still laughing, while the river rushed underneath us. Grandmother's friend Phil once told me that a mill used to stand on this river, but it got demolished and all that's left standing is the Beaudette River and a little dam that keeps the water flowing even in autumn, when the water level's low.
I dashed after Stray Dog. My boots sank into the mud. We split on opposite sides of the big mud puddle on the other side of the bridge. He beat me to the top of the hill, but I didn't care. I felt free and happy, the way I never do at school. I wanted to let it all go. Sickle, school, even my grandmother. Just lay it all down and howl at the full orange hunter's moon rising above the tops of the trees.
Something rustled in the bush flanking the trees by the river.
I stood still. I could tell it was an animal, and a medium-sized one, but not what kind. It was too dark for me to rely entirely on my eyes, so I tried to tamp down my breathing and listen too.
Stray Dog halted and perked his ears. His hackles rose straight up between his shoulders.
Coyote poked her head through the bush and grinned at us.
I said the first thing that came to mind. "Thanks for sending me to school today." Even I wasn't sure if I was being sarcastic or not.
Stray Dog muttered, "Other Coyote."
Before I could check what he meant, Coyote reared up on her hind legs.
WTF?
1. I'd never seen a coyote stand up on its hind legs before.
2. "She" was actually a "he," a young male coyote with his testicles tucked up tight against his body.
He almost looked like he was dancing, or trying to. One, two, three steps before he'd fall down on to all four paws, but heave himself up again to dance on his hind legs once more with his forepaws bent toward his body.
His teeth gleamed in the rapidly falling darkness before he scampered away.
Stray Dog and I walked home in near-silence. He didn't prance and I didn't speak. My heart beat in my chest loud enough for all of us.
Stray Dog didn't come inside, but he stood in the pool of light my grandmother had left on for us and drank from the silver bucket of water beside the door. When he lifted his shaggy head, I finally said, "What was that all about?"
"Coyotes are pretty strange," agreed Stray Dog.
"But what? This morning, one of them bosses me into going to school so I can help save a VP. Tonight, we run into another one who doesn't talk, but just does this weird-ass dance..."
Stray Dog nosed the ground, sniffing the piece of wood. I thought maybe he smelled something, could give me a clue, but just said, "Yep. Coyotes are fools."
I shook my head. "The whole world is going crazy. That's all I can say. Sickle wants to kill us, he's got secret powers and an in-ground pool, he's the evil twin, he's a grizzly bear...Frig. None of it makes sense and I still have to go to school tomorrow."
Stray Dog lay down, folded himself in half, and began to lick his stomach and sack.
I sighed. After a minute, I sat down beside him and looked into the night sky. Stars twinkled down at us through the chilly October air. The concrete step cooled my ass down, so I shifted from cheek to cheek.
I listened to the wind sweep the leaves off the trees, but the coyotes didn't howl. That bothered me.
"You want to come in?" I asked Stray Dog.
He sat up abruptly. I jumped to my feet, too, and pulled open the screen door. Inside, my Grandmother had turned off the kitchen light and retreated to her "bedroom," a corner of the main room. I started to smile. Stray Dog almost never comes inside. He says it's too hot. But this whole day might turn out okay if this big dog slept on the floor beside me. I said, "I might even be able to find a little beef for ya."
Stray Dog looked at me with his steady brown eyes. His long pink tongue lolled out the corner of his open mouth.
Then he barked once, sharply, and took off down our driveway.
"Hey!" I yelled and started to chase him, but he outran me easily and stole into the night.
Heading west. Toward White Hills.
Sickle
Two years ago
I know.
I know enough not to be alone with him. Ever.
That first time, he took us to McDonald's and Mom made us thank him, but I didn't even finish my French fries.
He moves in with us two months later. No furniture. Just one suitcase of clothes. He says, "We're going to be a very happy family."
He says it again when they get married six months after. "This is the happiest day of my life."
But nothing ever touches his cold, grey eyes.
My mother can't get enough of him. She runs her hand through what's left of his hair, she holds his hand, she stands too close to him, she asks him about repainting the front hall or if she can "still get away with a miniskirt."
He lets her touch him.
He says the right things. He says, "I don't know much about color. Whatever paint you want is fine. The boy and I will paint."
He says, "Of course you can wear a miniskirt. Aren't these the finest legs south of the Ottawa River?"
He says, "Now we're all going to be together."
I lock my bedroom door at night.
I lock the bathroom door whenever I use it.
And I don't say anything to him except "Okay" and "Sure."
I understand him the way one snake recognizes another. Except I'm a baby rattlesnake that could still get its head cut off.
He's a python, a giant, lazy predator that lies in wait for its prey to approach before it coils its cold body around you and squeezes you to death.
Vi doesn't get it.
I tell her, "He's not Daddy."
She sticks her fingers between her toes and pokes out a piece of blue lint. She laughs.
I say, "Do you get it, Vi? He's not Daddy."
She sticks out her lower lip. "Daddy's not here."
For some reason, it feels like she thumped me in the chest with a block of ice. "I know," I say finally. "But he still loves us." Sort of. "We don't know Arthur. Stay away from him, okay?"
"I was a bridesmaid," she says. She wiggles her toes. She painted her nails pink, or I guess Mom did, because they were too neat.
"I know," I say. Arthur asked me to be the best man, but I said no. They made me the ring bearer instead, so I looked like a complete tool, the Incredible Hulk next to the four-year-old flower girl. And guess what? Arthur ended up dragging some guy from the office to be the best man. Mom said it was sweet to have her coworkers there, but I saw the "best man" drink an awful lot before he made his speech. And all he said was, "To the happy couple!"
They say "happy" a lot. Almost like they can make themselves believe it.
Anyway, I tell Vi, "You understand me? Lock your door at night."
She crosses her legs. She's really flexible. She lifts up her shirt and shows me her belly button. She wants me to poke it and say, "Ding dong." I think I used to do that, too, about 3000 years ago.
She's in a stupid mood. No way I can reach her. But I still try. I say, "Violet. Do you know how to lock your door?"
I shut the door. I press the cool, brass knob in and twist it to the right. "See? This way no one can come in."
"But what if there's a fire?" She looks right at me.
Sometimes Vi asks really good questions out of the blue. I say, "If there's a fire, I'll break you out." At least, I thought I could. The doorknob wasn't Grade A, but it should discourage Arthur.
Should.
"Show me how to lock your door," I say.
She laughs. But finally, she untucks her legs and stands up. She's grown a bit in the past few months, but not as much as me. She only comes up to my breastbone. She shuts the door and twists it open again. "See?"
"No. I want you to lock it, not open it."
After some careful coaching, she gets it. "I can do it!" she says, eyes shining.
"Great!" I give her a high five.
But just two days later, I came downstairs for breakfast and Mom's lecturing Vi over her oatmeal. "Don't lock your door. What if there's a fire?"
Vi looks at me with big blue eyes. She's not a tattletale. So I say, "I wanted her to know how to lock her door. She's a big girl now."
Mom sighs between her teeth, whistling a little, which means she's fed up. She says, "I hardly think Violet needs to learn now. She has a better chance of burning up in her bed than a wild animal running upstairs and breaking through her unlocked door."
Not if you marry a python. But I know whatever I say, Mom would find a way of arguing me down. So I say, "I think Vi can make her own decisions," feeding her one of her own lines.
Mom crosses her arms. "Really. Who died and made you the mother?"
I pour myself some Life cereal, thinking, No one died, just divorced you and made me the one who has to look after all this shit.
Vi's pouring milk into her oatmeal, ignoring us.
Mom takes Vi's arm. "Honey. Listen to me. Sometimes your brother's a big cone head. I know he likes to lock his door, probably because he's up to no good, but you're my bright honey girl. You already know that it's dangerous if there's a fire. If your door's locked, it'll take too long for me or Arthur—"
Or me, the guy who'd actually be paying attention to her.
"—to get you out. It's not safe. So just keep your door unlocked, okay?"
"Okay," said Vi. But she looks at me. I give a tiny head shake and hope she understands.
Arthur hasn't shown his python self yet. But he will. And I want my sister out of the way when that happens.
Jimmy
Tuesday morning
I chased after Stray Dog in a blizzard, following his skinny tail. He turned around, blinking away the snowflakes. He opened his mouth to speak.
"The school is open."
My grandmother's voice broke into my dream. I rolled over, tangling myself in my holey grey flannel blanket, confused and heavy-headed, until I remembered: school. Bomb. Hit list.
King Rat ran on his wheel. It squeaked under his little feet, but at least King Rat wasn't demanding food, for once. I swung my legs over the side of my pine Ikea bed and rubbed my eyes. "Did Stray Dog come home?" I'd checked for him a half-dozen times before finally dropping off to sleep around midnight.
Grandmother shook her head from where she stood in the doorway. Her wrinkled face softened with pity and concern.
I turned away from her and wrapped the blanket around my shoulders. The shack was small, but drafty. I'd have to tend the fire before I left for school.
"I don't like these bombs," she said. "Do you want to stay home?"
I considered that for two seconds before I dropped my feet on the cool vinyl floor. Even through my socks, my toes curled. "No, thanks."
I waited for her to leave so I could get dressed. But she stayed in the doorway and finally she said, "I spoke to the Aunties."
Grandmother has a whole collection of women friends and relatives we call aunties. It's not news for her to talk to them. But I had an idea what was coming. I grunted. I couldn't see my breath in the air, but it felt that cold.
"You could change schools," she said.
"Catholic school?" I threw back at her.
She flinched. Lots of the residential schools, where teachers beat and molested Indian kids, were run by the Catholic church. Once I did a school report on how 35 to 60 percent of kids died within five years of being enrolled in a school, mostly from tuberculosis. They deliberately exposed healthy kids to T.B.
Makes Sickle look like a picnic, right? I yanked open my dresser drawers and rummaged for a clean pair of jeans.
Grandmother closed the door behind herself and I felt bad, the way I always do when I hurt her feelings.
I pulled a wool turtleneck over my head. I don't usually wear it because it itches, but when Grandmother saw it, she smiled. She picked it out for me last Christmas and it's already a bit short in the sleeves.
I sniffed the steam in the air and my heart sank even before she handed me a bowl of Red River cereal, which Grandmother thinks is the best breakfast ever made. Sure, if you're a horse hankering for crunchy seeds. Me, I'd rather read Red River manga, even though it's kind of girly.
"Sit," said Grandmother. She clunked a jar of honey and a spoon on the table.
I dribbled honey into the bowl and watched it sink into the cereal grains.
Grandmother said, "I talked to Phil."
I like Phil better than the aunties. He's old, too, but he doesn't pinch my cheeks or tell me I'm too skinny. I think he used to work for the railroad or something. He lives about an hour and a half away in Akwesasne, with the rest of the Indians. He says, "Come anytime," but we don't.
"What did Phil say?" I asked.
She frowned. "He asked if you'd done your vision quest."
My mother said she knew someone who could help me do one, and I believed her. I should've done it last year without her, but I didn't bother reminding anyone. I shrugged.
"He said you're ready." The lines on her forehead deepened. She dug into her own Red River cereal and chewed. And chewed. I looked away. Just the sound of her smacking and gulping turned my stomach.
I shoved back my chair. "I gotta go."
"You didn't finish your cereal!"
Instead of answering, I ducked into my room. King Rat was hiding under what looked like an upside down clay pot. I said, "Hey, are you ready to go to school?"
"Is there food?"
I blazed back into the kitchen to pack some rat chow and water and a dish. Then I dropped all of them in my backpack with my books. I gently slid King Rat on top of the mess and zipped it most of the way closed. "You got enough air?"
"Why are you going to school with that rat?" asked Grandmother
"I'll be late for the bus!" I sprinted out the door, still holding on my coat, with my backpack thumping against my shoulder blades.
King Rat chittered. I think that's the rat version of swearing.
Even though the wind ripped through my turtleneck, I started sweating too. Time to face Sickle.
The bus door creaked open.
I bounded up the stairs, heart pounding.
But the bus was almost empty. My eyes targeted the back left seat.
No Sickle. No Nige.
The driver shook his head and levered the door closed. "Everyone's staying home, man."
Good plan. If only Sickle would stay home, too. I slung my bag into a stray seat in the middle of the bus.
"Ow!" said King Rat.
"Sorry." My hands shook, but I unzipped so he could peek out a little and breathe. I felt better having him around, even if I'd rather have Stray Dog or Simon.
One of the girls across the aisle looked at me. "Is something moving in your bag?"
"No." I didn't make eye contact with her.
She was one of the girl hordes wearing blue eye shadow and skinny jeans. I'd never paid much attention to her, except I couldn't help noticing her smooth caramel skin. Too bad she'd dyed her bangs a rainbow of colors, from pink to green to purple. She said, "I think something's moving."
"Must be my science project," I said. I should've closed the top of my backpack completely, but I didn't want to be too obvious about it. I thought at King Rat, Stay low.
"Hungry," he squeaked back at me.
No. Don't talk. Don't move.
"I'm hungry," he repeated, louder.
I kept my body very still and my eyes focused out the bus windshield, like I was fascinated by the trees shedding leaves on Bumbleberry Lane, while I directed my thoughts at King Rat. You're being watched. You're a spy, remember?
"I hear something," said the rainbow girl.
"What?" asked her friend with headphones jammed in her ears.
"I don't know. It's, like, really high. I think it's coming from him." She jabbed a skeletal finger at me.
"Must be my bitch radar going off," I said. Right after that spewed out of my mouth, I regretted it. But some guys laughed and one of them said, "Right on, dude."
The rainbow girl turned nuclear red, like one of the streaks in her bangs. "You're full of it," she said, but she turned back to her friends, who shot me dirty looks and muttered, "Asshole."
"Sorry," I mumbled.
"Whatever." Rainbow girl started talking about NeverShoutNever, a band I happen to think sucks, but as long as she ignored me and King Rat, we were good.
I breathed again for what felt like the first time since I stepped on the bus.
Then King Rat squeaked, "I'm not a spy yet. I'm thirsty."
I wondered if it was illegal to kill a rat. Can you wait until we get to school?
"No."
I cranked up my iPod and held it up in the air to distract everyone's attention. Mastodon rang out of the tiny earpieces. "Hey, you're right," I called to rainbow girl. "This P.O.S. is stuck on full blast and I can't turn it off. Sorry, you'll have to put up with the squeaking and banging until the battery runs out."
"At least it's not a bomb," someone said, and we all kind of laughed.
Except I felt the rainbow girl staring at me. She didn't buy it. The whole way to school, I felt her eyes boring into my bag while King Rat rustled and yelled and tried to extend his pink nose into fresh air.
As soon as the bus's wheels stopped rolling, I sprinted to my locker and jammed my bag inside. Blocking the locker opening with my body, I unzipped the bag all the way.
King Rat popped his entire head and body out of the bag, nose twitching and whiskers quivering.
Welcome to your new home, I thought.
He didn't answer. He was too busy sniffing. I noticed something weird around his eyes, dark red bruises underneath them, like he'd gotten black eyes from being in my bag, so I thought at him, Sorry. Did I hit you with my books? I'm totally, uh...sorry. Now I sounded like the rainbow girl.
"I need a drink!" he squeaked.
Well, at least that sounded normal. I thrust all my books in the top shelf, spread newspaper on the floor of the locker, and let King Rat explore his square foot of space while I dumped some food and water in some dishes. Simon told me the water bottle with the drinkable spout was better because they were less likely to crap in it, but I couldn't figure out how to rig that up without it falling over.
Try not to crap in your food or water, okay?
King Rat slurped up the water. He didn't answer.
I wondered if Simon's family should have laid off the puzzles and just let the rat eat and drink himself to death. He reminded me of some people I knew. I tried not to think about how his spy mission would go when all he could think of was his stomach.
King Rat darted into the far right corner and peed.
Great. Not only did I have to worry my locker about getting busted by the noise police, with this guy squeaking 24/7, but the smell police would sniff us out, too.
I quickly scrunched the used paper into a ball and popped King Rat into the front pocket of my hoodie while I dropped another layer of newspaper down in the locker bottom.
Should he really be eating his own weight in chow? Was he sick? Those bruises under his eyes made him look like he'd gone a couple of rounds with Sickle already.
I'd have to get King Rat out of here and into Sickle's house ASAP.
Only problem was, I had no idea how to do that.
I have to go now. I'll check back on you before class starts.
No answer except little crunching noises. Great.
Time to go protect the hit list people.
I punched Simon's number into the pay phone near the cafeteria. Call me paranoid, but it worried me a little that I hadn't heard from Sickle or Sonic Youth this morning.
Simon answered on the third ring. "Wong residence."
I thought only kids in the movies answered the phone like that. "Hey."
"Jimmy! What's up?"
I glanced over my shoulder, half-expecting Sickle to pop up behind me with a knife, but it was just the usual bunch of guys punching each other and girls squealing, except it looked like only a third of the usual crowd. "So far, so good. Are you coming to school today?"
"I don't think so. My mom's still working out the transfer to St. Luke's."
"Sure." Still, my stomach cannonballed into my boots. Simon and I had never been tight, but it would've been nice to work with a friend. "Can you give me Mrs. Queer's schedule?" All I knew was that I had English with her and Pop Tarts at the end of the day.
He paused. "Mrs. Queer is easy. All the teachers' schedules are posted for the parents. You can bring it up from the school's homepage—oh, wait, the computer lab doesn't open until 8:15, eh? Let me bring it up." I heard him clicking on a keypad. He said, "Okay. I got it. Can I email it to you?"
I checked my watch. I could access it in five minutes. "Yeah. I guess. Can you tell me what she's got first period?"
"Grade nine English. And then drama."
"Okay, thanks. How about Pop Tarts? We've got the same Gifted classes, but—" For French, media studies, and other semi-elective stuff, we were thrown in with the rest of the student body, including Mr. Sickle.
"Hmm." Simon typed a few things. "I don't know if I can get that. Probably easier if you ask him."
Probably. Just one more thing on my to do or get done list. "Okay, thanks."
"I'll keep working on it. Maybe Pop Tarts stayed home too, you know?"
"Yeah." I glanced over my shoulder again. "You know, Sickle still hasn't shown up yet."
"Yeah? Maybe he bombed himself to death last night."
Or maybe he's looking for you. I cleared my throat. "Um, in case he doesn't come to school...look after yourself, all right?"
Simon got very quiet.
I tried to change the subject. "Listen, King Rat is doing okay. But he's eating like a sumo wrestler."
"Yeah?"
"Yeah. And he's got these bruises under his eyes."
"Yeah?"
"Yeah. If you have a minute, could you maybe look up rats and if he's acting normal? I don't want to hurt him."
"Okay. You know, Claire never gave a flip about that rat, but when she came home and it was gone, she threw a hairy canary."
A hairy canary. Simon didn't talk like anyone else I knew. Maybe they said stuff like that at church. I tried not to imagine Simon's sister and how much she'd freak if she knew I was about to send her pet into the devil's house.
"Anyway, I'll look up rats," said Simon. "All I'm doing right now is math homework and whatever my mom can cook up."
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