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Conway Fletcher leaned against the window and stared blankly as the heavy winds pounded the rain against the glass. He envied the wind, able to come and go as it pleased. If only he had that same kind of freedom. The young man should have been happy, his high school graduation was only a few months away and then he’d be free to do whatever he pleased. But this nagging sense of dread wouldn’t leave him alone. It followed him everywhere he went. He felt it in class, when he ate, when he watched TV and even when he slept. It was with him even now as he sat impatiently in a small waiting room.
Maybe it was the weather. Spring could be beautiful in Prince Edward Island but this Saturday was nothing less than miserable. Lousy weather had always depressed him; however, the harsh April rain just seemed to agitate his already miserable mood. The fact that this lawyer had kept him waiting an extra twenty-eight minutes was the final straw. He had more important things to do today than sit in a stuffy waiting room, but none the less freedom was just out of reach again today.
Maybe tomorrow he’d be free.
For now Conway was stuck in a prison of sorts and his mother had put him there. She told him to meet with their family lawyer but didn’t explain why. He only knew it had something to do with his father. So Conway paced the well decorated waiting area, anxiously looking at the receptionist every few minutes. She was the gatekeeper to this prison. He kept an eye on her as he walked between the leather couches and skimmed through some magazines that sat on the coffee table.
Conway waited alone.
The young secretary paid him little notice. Her hair was pulled back in a tight bun and she was sitting behind a glass desk at the edge of the waiting area. She was engaged in a heated phone conversation.
After several minutes she finally hung up and looked towards him. “Conway Fletcher,” she said in a gentle tone, “Mr. Jones is ready to see you now.”
“About time,” Conway wanted to smile but did not. The urge to appear unimpressed was too great. He followed the secretary down a short hallway where she opened a door.
“This is Mr. Jones’ office,” she said and motioned for Conway to enter.
He obeyed.
“Please have a seat,” Stu Jones said without getting up. He pointed to a large leather chair in front of his mahogany desk.
Despite Conway’s irritation he couldn’t help but be impressed; this was a room of money and power. He could just sense it. The grand office was decorated professionally and featured two bay windows that overlooked the Charlottetown waterfront. The view was spectacular and may have been breathtaking had it not been raining. Yachts of all sizes were tied up along the docks with their tall masts waving back and forth against the rough surf.
Conway turned from the window and sat down in the comfortable, beige chair. He was anxious to get started.
“Good afternoon Conway, it’s nice to finally see you,” Stu said without looking at his client. He was a big man with small glasses and wore a blue tailored suit. He sat on his large, swivel chair and was glued to the file he was reading. A large painting of a man riding a bull hung behind his desk.
“I guess you’re wondering what you’re doing here, eh?” Stu said, finally making eye contact.
“Yeah, mom didn’t really tell me much except to say this has something to do with my father.”
“And that’s all she knows,” Stu smiled.
Conway was confused.
“How old are you boy?” Stu asked, changing the subject slightly.
Conway shuffled in his seat. “I’m eighteen.”
“So you must nearly be done of high school then, eh?”
“Yes. I graduate in a few months. Why?”
“Hmm, it’s just interesting timing that’s all,” Stu mused. “Your father and I go way back you know. He talked about you all the time.”
“You knew my father well?” Conway asked hopefully.
Stu laughed as he leaned back on his chair. “Yes, we were friends, and let me tell you, William Fletcher was taken way too early.”
Conway nodded his head in agreement.
“Anyways, I don’t want to keep you here all day son,” Stu’s way of saying I’m busy and need to get you out of my office. “Your father gave me this letter nearly eight years ago with strict instructions. He was very specific on when I was to deliver this package to you, and it seems today is that day.”
With that Stu reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a large, faded yellow envelope. He leaned across the desk and handed it to Conway.
The label read: Confidential - To Conway Fletcher, from William Fletcher.
Conway stared up at Stu looking for further guidance. He wasn’t sure how to reply.
“So you’ve had this envelope for eight years?” Conway finally asked.
“Yes, your father gave this to me only a few days before he died,” Stu paused, “I’ll give you some privacy.” The lawyer got off his chair and hobbled out of his office. He closed the door quietly behind him.
Conway stared at the envelope, not certain what to make of it. What was so special about today? He ripped open the seal and pulled out an aged letter and a small key. The writing was in his father’s hand.
Dear Conway,
If you are reading this then I can only assume I am no longer with you and that terrifies me as I will not be there to protect you when you need it most.
First let me say I am filled with so many fond memories of you and your mother. I loved you from the day you were born. You always made me proud. Please know that. I also want you to know that I have done many things in my life that I’m not proud of, but just when I thought all hope was lost, I was blessed with you. You are my most cherished treasure and I will always be with you. You were the one thing I did right. Don’t ever doubt my love for you.
But now I must turn to family business. I am leaving you with a very special gift Conway. It is one of the Gifts of Six and I wrestle with how much to tell you. First of all this gift will change your life but not necessarily in a good way. Please do not use it unless you are already happy and satisfied. Be sure of yourself and who you are. Make sure you are confident in your person and have good friends around you. With these things in place you will be able to handle the responsibilities attached to this gift, but if they aren’t then please leave it alone.
Secondly and if at all possible, hide this gift. Do not tell anyone about it, not even your mother. If people start asking questions, deny having it or knowing anything about it. Once they know you have it they will come after you and they will come after you hard.
I dream of you living in peace and harmony. This can come true if they would leave you alone, but who am I to give advice on such things? Remember only retrieve this gift if you are ready. The key opens a safety deposit box at our bank downtown; number 58 at Island Trust. There are more instructions there, but please heed my warnings and wait until you are ready. There’s no rush. It’ll always be there waiting for you.
I love you so much and am missing you already.
Your loving father,
William Fletcher.
Conway felt his eyes swelling up. It was as if his dad was reaching out from the dead.
“What does this mean?” he mumbled to himself.
After several minutes he stood up, stuffed the envelope and key into his jacket pocket, thanked Stu and left the building.
He missed his dad.
Two days earlier, Freddy McInnis was in his kitchen getting a box of Wheaties out of the cupboard like he did every morning; only this would prove to be one morning he’d never forget.
Freddy was in his last year of High School and was well liked by most people. He tended to hang out with the right crowd and addressed all his teachers by their first names. He was tall, handsome and captain of his hockey team. He wore his blond hair shaggy and gazed at you with magnificent blue eyes. He lived with both of his parents, Hank and Grace. Hank was a short and stocky man, while Grace was tall and slender. He had two older sisters, Joanne and Beverly. Joanne inherited her mother’s good looks, but unfortunately Beverly took after their father.
Hank had made a small, quick fortune years back. Nobody knew exactly how he did it, but he told those who would listen that he’d bought and sold dot-com stocks. Unfortunately he wasn’t very good with his fortune for nearly as quickly as he made it he also lost it. The only asset of value the family had left was their multi million dollar mansion found on the outskirts of Charlottetown. The stone mansion sat on five acres of land and was nestled between the ocean and a small wood lot. A long driveway weaved between grand oak trees and around an elaborate fountain in front of the home. Their two cars, however, would look more at place in a cheap, used car lot than in their spacious three car garage.
Financial hardship was knocking on the McInnis door and times didn’t look very promising for the family. Hank was too proud to sell their house. He wanted people to think he was still rich so he hid their troubles as best he could. Hank had spent the better half of the last five years trying every get-rich-quick scheme known to man. He refused to get a real job and had become an ever increasing recluse. He often went away on long trips with little explanation. The only two people he spent any time with were his financial advisor, James Norbeck, and his son Freddy.
Freddy was a special kid because, unlike most people, he knew exactly what he wanted out of life. He just wanted approval from his dad. He wanted to hear a simple sentence come from the lips of his father, I love you son and I’m proud of you. He would give anything to hear those words and he worked his butt off to earn them by pleasing his father any way he could. However, it seemed that whatever he did was never quite enough. If he scored a goal in hockey his father would ask him about a missed pass. If he got 90% on a school paper his father wondered where the other 10% had gone.
The boy lived with this frustration every day and things were getting worse as Hank was getting more and more stressed out about their shortage of funds.
“I will never be poor,” Freddy vowed to himself several times. He breathed the same vow yet again when he saw more unpaid bills on the kitchen table. He was late for school but didn’t care. He sat down and began to pour cereal into his bowl when he noticed a note taped to the back of the cereal box. It was a letter from his father.
He skimmed the letter quickly and then stood up, knocking his chair over in the process. His face flushed as his eyes dashed back and forth, seemingly looking at everything at once. Freddy was in shock. He threw down the box and made a mad dash for the back door. He sprinted as fast as he could. He needed to get to the forest and get there fast.
“Dad where are you?” he screamed wildly, “Please not yet!” He neared the meadow, a place his father often came to relax, and then reality hit him like a slap in the face. His screams were in vain and he fell to his knees. There, a few meters in front of him, was a foot poking out of some freshly laid dirt. Freddy recognized the shoe. It belonged to his father.
He was already dead.
Though Hank proved poor with finances, he was dedicated to detail and his suicide was an example of that. Hank had spent considerable time planning for this day. He rented a back hoe and used it to dig himself a neat grave in the meadow. He then raised the back hoe’s bucket, filled with dirt, high above the hole. He tied one end of a rope to the bucket’s release lever and the other end to a piece of plywood lying inside the grave. He set it up such that when an object fell on the plywood it would pull the release lever, thus filling the grave in with dirt.
When Hank was satisfied with his contraption, he said a quick prayer and then shot himself in the head. His body had fallen limp into the open grave and landed on the plywood which subsequently pulled the release lever; thus burying himself. The plan nearly worked flawlessly, only his foot was sticking out of the ground.
Hank had even laid a makeshift, wooden tombstone that read: Here Lies Hank McInnis. He lived only for his family’s well being. Even in death he will ensure that legacy.
Freddy began to weep tears of deep sorrow and regret. He couldn’t believe his father was gone. His heart was broken and yet he whispered a quiet Thank you Dad, and in his head he knew their financial worries were now a thing of the past.
News of Hank McInnis’ death spread throughout the small island of Prince Edward like a cool July breeze. Everyone was talking about it, but no two people could agree on the why. Some thought it was a conspiracy; that Hank had been murdered. Others said it was a selfish act of depression, a way for Hank to elude his responsibilities, and still others said it was for the life insurance. However, Hank had canceled his policy years ago. He simply couldn’t afford the premiums.
Everyone reacted to the news, and Julius Jordan was no exception. He was a seventeen year old student in his eleventh year of school. Above everything else he simply wanted to fit in. Unfortunately he was far from his goal. He was short and quite skinny. His dark hair stuck out on the back of his head. He wore small glasses and rotated between one of his ten Hawaiian t-shirts. He got a new one every Christmas and sometimes another one for his birthday. He loved them; he thought they made him look good, kind of like Weird Al, but only cooler.
When he was younger Julius was quite awkward and lacked normal social skills. He was soon labeled a loser. Living in a small city like Charlottetown meant that year after year he moved to a new grade with the same old classmates. This made it hard to shake a label, but Julius tried hard; perhaps a little too hard.
He learned the news of Hank McInnis’ suicide from his aunt Melinda. He and his younger sister Pam had been living with their aunt and uncle for the past three years. His older sister Charlotte, or Charlie as her friends called her, was studying abroad at Dalhousie University in Nova Scotia. Melinda had taken them all into her home after their parents had passed away.
“Are you sure?” he said to his aunt.
“Well yes, but check the paper if you don’t believe me. It’s front page news.” Melinda had always been honest and treated the kids with care and respect. She thought of them as her own, even though her sister Cassandra had given them birth. Melinda and her husband Ken were unable to have children. They were now in their mid fifties and were the sweetest couple you would likely meet.
Julius picked up the paper and sure enough there was Hank McInnis’ picture on the front page. Local Tycoon Dies Suddenly; No Foul Play Suspected read the headline. He skimmed the lengthy article which outlined the details of his life, death and funeral arrangements.
“It’s time then,” Julius said to himself.
He put the paper down on the small, round kitchen table, walked past his aunt and headed towards the basement.
“Where are you going?” Melinda asked without getting a response.
Down in the clean but poorly lit basement Julius began digging in a corner through a pile of old junk. The dust and excitement was triggering his asthma. He had to stop and take a drag from his puffer. After breathing deeply, he resumed his work and uncovered what he was looking for. It was a small safe. He kept it hidden under the pile. He spun off the combination and opened the door. He pulled out a small tin box and opened the lid. He removed a list of names and a pen. Hank McInnis was one of the names. Julius drew a line through it. It was the sixth name he had scratched off. He then placed the paper back in the tin box and pulled out an old pocket watch along with some photos.
He held the pocket watch close to his right ear and the noise he heard make his heart skip a beat.
Tick, tick, tick…
“It’s working!”
Conway was deep in thought as he left the lawyer’s office and walked along the wet sidewalks of downtown Charlottetown. He held an umbrella over his head, oblivious to everything going on around him. A million questions were racing through his brain; each demanding an answer.
His house wasn’t far, but he couldn’t go there just yet. He had to make an unpleasant stop at the funeral home first. He needed to show respect for Hank McInnis and to support his good friend Freddy.
Hank McInnis had stepped up to the plate for the Fletcher family after William had passed away. Hank and William had been childhood friends and remained close throughout their adult lives. It seemed Hank felt a sense of duty to be there for his old friend’s family. He helped Conway and his mom out of several financial binds. Two years ago he even let them move into one of his rental houses free of charge. The downtown location was a drawback, as Conway had to switch schools just as he was entering the eleventh grade. The switch meant Conway had to meet new friends all over again which was hard to do late in high school. But they really didn’t have a choice as his mom couldn’t afford to keep their old place.
Most people in high school have well established friends by the end of the tenth grade, and Freddy was no exception. He was quite popular but still showed kindness to Conway and took him into his group. The two boys grew close as a result. Freddy’s friends were definitely not the type of people Conway would normally hang out with. He never really felt part of the gang and was left out of most conversations. They liked to talk about girls and partying but mostly they talked about hockey.
Conway was not the partying type, he found most of their conversations about girls to be demeaning and crude, and he wasn’t very good at hockey either. So Conway often felt like an outsider looking in. Islander’s love hockey above all other sports, but his mother couldn’t afford the registration fees or equipment. Conway excelled at basketball and would try to talk about it, but Freddy’s gang would always change the subject. If it wasn’t hockey they didn’t care. The coach from Conway’s old school had been quite upset when Conway left; after all he had been one of the better players in the league.
But even though Conway didn’t always get along with this gang, Freddy made sure he was never mistreated by them. So when Conway learned of Hank’s death it really hurt. He thought about how much he would miss the man as he climbed onto the bus that would take him to the funeral home. He was the only passenger at the moment and took a seat at the back. But before the bus started moving a little old lady climbed on board. She was small, hunched over and wore a blue polka-dot dress and green rain jacket. Her silver hair was pulled back in a tight bun and covered with plastic to keep it dry. She looked down the length of the bus and then shuffled towards the back.
Conway watched the frail, old lady as she made her way towards him. He looked around at all the empty seats and hoped she wasn’t going to sit where he thought she might.
“Is this seat taken deary?” she asked and leaned closer to Conway so she could hear his answer. The lady was wearing heavy make-up with lots of blush, obviously trying to conceal her many wrinkles.
She smelled old.
Conway looked around and wanted to tell her to sit in one of the many empty rows but instead he forced a smile.
“No, you can sit here with me,” he said as kindly as he could manage.
“Thank you, deary,” she replied and then accidentally hit him in the head with her purse as she settled in.
Conway rubbed his modest injury.
The bus started to move down Water Street and passed the old buildings of Charlottetown. Even though many had been turned into apartment buildings or offices, several had maintained their historic charm. Years earlier the city had renovated the waterfront, making Peakes Quay a quaint tourist attraction with small shops and restaurants.
As the bus passed Founder’s Hall the lady poked Conway on the shoulder and pointed out the window. “Did you know that’s where the Fathers of Confederation landed nearly 150 years ago?” she inquired.
“Yes,” Conway grinned, “I was aware of that.”
But the lady went on as if she didn’t hear him.
“It was on this Island that the idea of Canada was born, you know dear? We may be the smallest province but the first notions of a Canadian nation were birthed on these grounds. I’ve always been proud of that.”
She leaned in closer and gave him a toothless smile.
Conway leaned back, mainly to avoid her breath.
“You seem like a nice fella. What’s your name deary?”
“Ah, it’s Conway Fletcher.”
“Fletcher, eh?” she thought to herself.
This kind of question was a common phenomenon on the small island. Many of the elderly cannot continue a conversation until they connect you with someone they already know.
“Are you from up west?” she asked.
“Well no, I grew up in town, but my grandparents lived in Alberton.”
“Who would they be?”
“Jean and Philip Fletcher.”
“Oh, Jean Fletcher, you’re her grandson. I see.” She gave a knowing smile and Conway knew he was accepted. “My sister has a best friend who’s a cousin to Jean. Always spoke highly of her.”
Conway was used to this type of talk. The little old lady just wanted to find out if he was an Islander or someone from away. There’s an unwritten rule that governs the small province; if you weren’t born on the Island then you’re forever from away.
“Did you know the Island has some of the prettiest beaches in the world?” she asked again.
Conway just smiled and nodded. She was treating him like a tourist.
“People from all over the world come to lie on the sand and soak up the sun. And they love our golf courses too. We have tasty food and world famous potatoes and don’t forget Lucy Maud Montgomery. Oh, she has written some wonderful books. I just love Anne of Green Gables, don’t you?”
“It’s okay,” Conway said impatiently, “but I’m from here remember?”
She ignored this comment and continued talking, “Hundreds of thousands of tourists come to our dear little island each summer you know. There are only about a hundred forty thousand people here in the wintertime, but we’ve had summers with over a million visitors which is amazing to me.” She paused and Conway thought she was through, but she continued, “Needless to say tourism plays a big role in our economy. The farmers don’t like to admit it, but it’s true. Without the tourists I don’t know where we’d be.
“People like the quaint towns and friendly people I guess. I think the Confederation Bridge helps. It’s one of the longest bridges in the world you see. It connects the mainland to the Island. Bit scary for me though. A little too long...” She laughed at her own joke and then started to cough up phlegm.
Conway turned away so as not to get coughed on. He stared out at the city as the bus drove on. The old lady kept talking at him for the rest of the ride.
Fortunately for Conway, the ride didn’t last long and they soon arrived at his stop. He said goodbye to the old lady and got off the bus. He began walking down another wet sidewalk, trying his best to avoid the puddles. The wind was blowing hard but the rain was letting off. He walked by some older homes with small yards and trees that reached higher than the roof tops. He was heading towards the funeral home, a place filled with sad memories. The large white pillars out front reminded him of previous visits he had made and the people he had said good bye to as well.
This was where he had seen his first dead body. His mother brought him here when he was just a little boy. Conway had been very nervous at first but then grew curious at how his grandfather didn’t really look like himself anymore.
He remembered staring at the old man lying in the coffin, while holding his mother’s hand. His grandfather was wearing a suit and his face was puffy. He even had makeup on. This made Conway a little angry; his grandpa would never have worn makeup when he was alive. Why did they think it was okay to make him wear it when he was dead?
“His chest is moving mom,” Conway had said. “He’s breathing!”
“It’s just your imagination Conway,” his mom had explained. “Sometimes we simply see the things we want to, even though they’re not really there.”
Then, nearly eight years ago, he was at this home yet again. This time he was saying goodbye to his father. He remembered his father’s coffin resting in the elegant funeral home and the photos that commemorated his life. He was only ten at the time but he stood in the receiving line nonetheless shaking people’s hands and listening to their expressions of sympathy while wearing his little suit and tie.
Watching his mother had been the hardest part. The agony was overwhelming and she could hardly stand up. It broke his little heart to see his mom in such pain and because of this he refused to cry, at least not in public. He didn’t want to add to his mother’s grief after all, but it was quite different when he was alone. He sat in his bedroom and thought about his dad. It wasn’t the death that saddened Conway as much as the stuff he and his father would never do; like fishing, playing catch, learning to shave and all that other father-son stuff.
His dad’s funeral had been cold and sad. The trees were beaten bare by the November winds. They swayed and moaned as if in mourning themselves. Conway remembered standing at the grave site. He remembered the smell of the frigid air and the light snow that was falling. He remembered the frozen ground and the silent mourners, but he couldn’t remember a single word that was spoken or any hymn that was sung. It had been the most miserable day of his life and now he had to watch his friend Freddy go through the same pain.
“Life sucks,” he thought as he climbed the stairs and opened the thick doors that led into a large hallway. He peered around at the old furniture and paintings on the walls. Small end tables with doilies and lamps were lined throughout the entryway. Antique chairs and couches could be found in each room. The ushers wore dark suits and solemn faces. The place looked and smelled the same as it had the last time he had been there. He walked down the red carpeted hallway and smiled politely at some people. He signed the guest book and stood in line waiting for his turn to console the family.
There were a lot of people at the wake. Most of them were dressed in their Sunday best causing Conway to become a little embarrassed. He was wearing blue jeans, a t-shirt and his jacket. He hadn’t thought to dress up. Almost everyone had on dress shoes, but Conway was wearing sneakers and to make matters worse, they were soaking wet.
He scanned the ornate room. A large chandelier hung from the ceiling and leafy plants were in each corner. Hank’s silver casket was the center piece. Dozens of bouquets surrounded it. A large photo album sat next to the guest book at the front of the line. A sandwich board with more photos of Hank stood along side it.
Conway glanced at the images. One was taken when Hank was just a baby; his grandmother was holding him. Others were of his childhood but the majority was of Hank’s adult years. Conway found a couple with Freddy in them. One was taken when Freddy was just a boy. He was blowing out candles on a birthday cake and Hank was proudly standing next to him. However, of all the photos, only one really grabbed Conway’s attention. It was a group photo taken quite a while ago, judging by Hank’s youthful appearance. Seven people were standing in front of an old pyramid out in the middle of a jungle. They all looked to be friends. Hank McInnis was one of the people and next to him was William Fletcher, Conway’s father.
“It’s Dad,” Conway whispered to himself and couldn’t help but smile, “So it’s true, they were friends back in the day.”
This was the first bit of proof that Hank and William actually knew each other. Sometimes Conway got the feeling that Hank had ulterior motives in being nice to him and his mom, but this contradicted his suspicions. Hank and William even had their arms around each other and were smiling goofily at the camera.
Conway left the photos and moved into the main room.
The whole McInnis family was lined up alongside the casket shaking people’s hands. Their financial advisor, James Norbeck was also standing in the receiving line. He was a tall, bald man in his late sixties and had been at Hank’s side everyday for as long as anyone could remember.
Hank’s wife Grace was standing in the middle. She wore a long, tight black dress and a matching hat with a dark veil that covered her eyes. She had always seemed oblivious to their financial woes, but as long as her membership to the country club was current and her credit card didn’t max out, she was happy. Her daughters were also in line greeting mourners. On most days they filled their time with shopping trips and visits to the beauty salon. They were both in University taking simple classes. Their goals didn’t include higher learning, they simply wanted to socialize and find rich husbands.
A lot of people had paid their respects and gone through the line already. Conway noticed that some people were sincerely mourning Hank’s death, while others were here out of curiosity, wanting some gossip on the rich old tycoon. This angered Conway and as he was mulling it over he saw her and his heart skipped a beat.
Natasha Smith was the most beautiful girl Conway had ever laid eyes on. Freddy first introduced them two years ago when he transferred to Colonel Gray High School. It was love at first sight, well at least for Conway. She had gentle features which Conway simply adored. He was taken by her beautiful blue eyes and long blond hair. He loved the way she walked, the way she smelled and the way she articulated herself using words like, “Pardon” instead of saying “Whaa” like most people did. She seemed to simply glide across a room, but unfortunately for Conway, she was gliding towards her boyfriend Freddy.
“Get a hold of yourself,” Conway whispered to himself, “She is dating your best friend who just lost his father. What’s wrong with you?”
“Excuse me?” a lady wearing a puffy hat posed the question. She was standing in front of him.
“Oh, sorry, it’s nothing,” Conway said, slightly embarrassed. He shook his head yet couldn’t help but steal another glance of Natasha. She was now clutching Freddy’s arm. Her blond hair was pulled back and her black dress suited the occasion. She looked so sad.
Freddy however, looked to be in total control. He was standing tall in his dark suit. He smiled politely as he shook an old man’s hand and gently laughed at a shared joke.
The line was moving quickly. It was now Conway’s turn to speak to the family members.
He suddenly felt a little nervous. He wasn’t sure what to say. He remembered the hollow words of strangers who passed through the lines at his father’s funeral.
“I’m so sorry for your loss,” Conway repeated to four of Hank’s relatives that he didn’t know. He gave each of them a firm handshake. The words felt empty, but it was all he could sincerely muster. He hugged Freddy’s mother and his two sisters.
“He always liked you,” Grace whispered as she hugged him back.
The line continued to move until he was face to face with Freddy.
Conway reached out and gave his friend a big hug and whispered, “If there is anything I can do for you please don’t hesitate to ask. I know what it’s like to lose a father. It’s hard, but I am here for you.”
“Thanks Conway. You being here means a lot to me,” Freddy said softly. “Dad always liked you; I think he thought of you as sort of a son you know?”
The boys exchanged looks and Conway fought back his tears. He had to be strong for his friend.
Freddy sighed, “Thanks for coming.”
“No problem, it’s the least I could do.”
“Well there is something else.”
“What’s that?” Conway asked.
“I need to talk privately with you and the sooner the better,” Freddy’s composure shifted slightly, “It’s about your father and something he may have given you.”
Conway froze. Did Freddy know about the gift? How could he? Conway had just learned of it himself.
“Meet me Monday behind the school at lunchtime. We have things to discuss,” Freddy said with finality. He turned from Conway’s puzzled gaze and greeted the next person in line.
“Hello Conway,” Natasha said as it was obvious Freddy was through talking.
Conway was still staring at Freddy, not sure if he had heard him correctly.
“Freddy is fortunate to have a friend like you,” she continued, “He will need all the support only you can give him.”
“Thanks Natasha, that’s nice of you to say.” Conway was trying to focus on her, but was still processing what Freddy had just said. “How do you think he’s doing?”
“Well he’s taking it hard even though it doesn’t show. He was close to his father as you know. Above all it is just bad timing, not that it could ever be good timing...”
“Yeah really.”
“But with exams just a few months away and graduation right around the corner, why would a father do this? I mean his son graduates from high school in June. I always respected the man, but right now I am so angry with him. It infuriates me...”
Conway was lost; he hardly heard another word Natasha said. He just enjoyed watching her cute little lips move. He liked the way she said infuriates but then her mouth stopped. Uh oh, there was silence, an obvious signal for Conway to say something. He swallowed hard. “Uh, yeah I know what you mean.”
“Oh listen to me, whining like a baby. Well again thanks for coming. We will probably see you again tomorrow at the funeral?”
“For sure.”
“Good, and please keep an eye on my boyfriend would you?” Natasha gave him a sweet smile.
“Of course,” and he forced a grin even though the last words cut deeply: my boyfriend.
Conway forced himself to walk away; he took a deep breath through his nostrils and held it. He wanted to keep her sweet fragrance in his nose for as long as possible.
Conway woke early Monday morning thankful the weekend was finally over. If he never had to mourn again it would be too soon. Hank’s funeral had been nice but it was also awkward and depressing. It’s just sad watching someone being forced to say goodbye in death’s final way.
A large crowd attended the service and people spoke eloquently about Hank and his accomplishments. The soloists sang some lovely hymns and the family tearfully said good bye. These aspects were lovely but Conway hated making small talk with people he hardly knew. He and his mom got in and out of the service as quickly as etiquette would allow.
The boy slowly got out of bed and felt a chill as his bare foot touched the cold floor. He hadn’t slept as well as he would have liked. His brain got stuck in replay mode and all night did nothing but analyze the strange events of recent days. To make matters worse, at three in the morning, a bunch of teens set off loud firecrackers just next door. He wanted to open the window and yell at them, but didn’t of course. Guess its just part of the curse of living in a busy neighbourhood.
He opened the drawer of his nightstand and pulled out his dad’s letter. He re-read it carefully, looking for anything he may have missed from the days before. He wanted desperately to ask his mother about it, but his father had asked him not to. Besides Shirley was in no condition to talk this morning, she was badly hung-over from the night before. She was drinking more lately and Conway was concerned.
His mother was working two part-time jobs just to make ends meet, one at the discount store and one at the local diner. She was putting in more than fifty hours a week at minimum wage and argued that her time at the bar was the only time she had to herself. The bottle had become her comfort after William’s death. Life was too hard without it. She was filled with so many regrets and could-have-beens.
Conway quietly made his breakfast, put the dishes away, threw out the trash and got ready for school. He tried his best not to disturb his mom. She didn’t have to be at work for another three hours, so he wanted to let her rest.
He loved his mom like any son would, and maybe even a little more. She was the only family he had in the world and neither of them had many friends. They basically existed for each other, yet this is not nearly as pleasant as it may seem. In fact, it makes things pretty complicated. Who do you turn to when you argue or disagree with one another? Who can you ask when you need advice on how to deal with the other person? And to make things even stranger, Conway sometimes felt like he was the parent having to take care of his mom. After all, he kept food in the fridge, made sure the bills were paid and tidied up the house. He did this with Shirley’s money and permission of course. She just didn’t want to be bothered by the ordinary things. They often overwhelmed her.
Conway finally put on his coat, grabbed his books and headed for school. He rounded the corner of their tiny, rent-free bungalow which they called home. In it were two bedrooms, a bathroom, a tiny kitchen and a modest living room where he and his mother watched TV. The property was quite small and squished between two larger homes on Prince Street, one of the oldest streets in Charlottetown. Heritage homes lined the busy road on either side. A small elementary school was across the road and parents were already dropping their children off as Conway headed for his own school just a few blocks away.
Hank McInnis had always made sure the house was well taken care of. He sent painters to come by every year and give the place a nice face-lift. If anything broke down a service man was sent promptly to repair the damage. The small grounds were neatly groomed and Conway cut the grass as needed.
It was a cool, yet beautiful Monday morning as Conway stepped by their broken car and into his front yard. The grass was still wet with dew. He didn’t like going to school on most days but somehow was looking forward to it today, probably because it was a normal and safe thing to do.
As he stepped onto the front lawn he noticed a stranger standing on the sidewalk, obviously waiting for someone. The stranger was young and wearing a green Hawaiian shirt under his open jacket. He looked a little anxious.
“Are... are you C-Conway Fletcher?” the stranger stuttered as Conway stepped into view.
Conway gave him a careful look and replied, “Who’s asking?”
“I’m J-Julius Jordan. I go to school with you, but I’m only in grade e-eleven so you may never have n-noticed me,” the stranger continued to stutter; seemingly hoping this was not the case.
“Sorry I don’t recognize you. But it’s nice to meet someone from the Gray.”
He extended his hand, but Julius took an uneasy step backwards. The boy was clutching some photos in one hand and an old pocket watch in the other. He looked slightly flushed.
“I don’t know how much you k-know Conway, but you’ve probably figured out by n-now that t-they’re working again.”
Conway was clueless. “What is working again?”
“The Gifts of course.”
Conway felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I’m a Gift Bearer like you. My parents were Vince and Cassandra Jordan, surely your dad t-talked about them?”
“My dad died when I was 10 and I don’t remember him talking about your folks.”
“I know that you lost your d-dad. My parents died years ago as well, but that’s not im-important. I just want to know what your intentions are. What are you p-planning on doing with your G-Gift? Cause we have to get organized. We can’t make the same m-mistakes our parents m-made.”
Deny if you can, echoed the words of his father.
“I don’t know what you are talking about,” Conway said defensively. “I’ve never heard of any gifts and my dad never said anything about your family, or anybody else’s for that matter. I’ve got to get to school if you don’t mind. It was nice meeting you though.” Conway turned and started to walk away, but Julius wasn’t finished.
“Maybe you really don’t kn-know anything, but you likely do. You definitely have a Gift. That’s for c-certain. Your father would have made sure of it. When you find it come and see me at school. We need to t-talk.”
Conway stopped, but didn’t turn around.
“And be careful of Freddy McInnis,” Julius continued, “He c-c-can’t be t-trusted. He wants all the Gifts for himself and will do anything to get them. I for one won’t l-let that happen. They’re too powerful for anyone to possess alone.”
Conway was furious. The McInnis’ were wonderful, caring people. He turned to tell Julius this, but the stranger was gone. Conway did a full 360, looking in every conceivable direction but Julius Jordan was simply nowhere to be found. He had vanished.
“What was that all about?” Conway looked around some more. He was shaking slightly.
“Too powerful for one man to possess? How stupid,” he said aloud trying to reassure himself, but the stranger had rattled him. It seemed something big was happening and it involved his father. Now he was in the middle of it but didn’t know what it was. Should he be concerned? Should he ignore this and hope it went away or should he try to find some answers?
He had to make a decision.
He looked to his left. The sidewalk in this direction would take him to school. It felt safe. He could continue on without complication. But then again his father had left him an odd letter. It was delivered on a very specific date. The same day that Freddy had quizzed him on some sort of gift. Then to make matters worse a stranger just asked him about the same gift and had just disappeared from right under Conway’s nose. What was going on? How many other people were involved?
He looked to his right. The sidewalk in this direction would take him to the bank where his Gift was supposedly stored. Answers were there, but was he ready for them?
His father had given him strict guidelines and Conway was certain he didn’t meet the criteria. He wasn’t confident in himself, didn’t have many friends and certainly wasn’t content with his life. The only thing he knew for sure was that there were answers on this path and that his father had warned him not to take it. But did he really have a choice? Two people in the last few days had asked him about this Gift and Conway was totally clueless. How could he make a decision if he didn’t know what the facts were?
“School can wait,” Conway said, “I need some real answers.”
He turned and walked purposefully down the sidewalk away from school, towards the bank.
Monday mornings were always hectic for Norma Meek and today was no exception. She rolled her eyes as she leafed through the cash tapes left from Saturday evening. The tellers from that day had closed without properly balancing the cash. They left nearly $1,500 unaccounted for. As a bank supervisor at Island Trust it was her job to find out where the missing money was. It was usually just teller errors, but she had to find and fix them. Her boss did not look favorably on missing money. She was about to get started when a young man walked into the bank. It was early and only she and one other teller were on duty that morning. The other teller was busy with a customer. Norma grudgingly put down the tape and stepped up to the counter to help the customer.
Smile. She told herself. “Can I help you?”
“I hope you can.” The young man reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small key. He placed it on the counter. “My name is Conway Fletcher and I just inherited this key, which is supposed to open a safety deposit box here.”
Norma picked up the key and examined it. “Yes this is ours. Do you have any identification?”
“Just my driver’s license and bank card,” Conway said as he pulled out his wallet, “I bank here you see.”
“Well let me get you processed.”
Twenty minutes later, after Conway had signed some papers and Norma had made several trips to the manager’s office, he was led to the vault that housed the safety deposit boxes.
“The next time will be a lot faster,” Norma said giving Conway a reassuring look as she unlocked the cage door and led him through the vault entrance into a small room, “This one is yours.”
There wasn’t much inside the vault. A counter was on one wall and two large safes were along another. The majority of wall space was taken up with hundreds of tiny doors. These were the safety deposit boxes. Each had a number on it and two key holes. She pointed to box 58 and inserted her key into the first key hole. She turned it over and indicated for Conway to do the same. He slid his key into the second key hole and turned it over as well. The door opened and Norma pulled out a large metal box. She handed it to Conway.
“When you’re ready just put the box back in and close the door,” she said as she left Conway alone in the vault.
Conway set the box down on the small counter. He stared at it for a few moments. Inside were answers and possibly more questions. He thought about the warning his father gave him. Don’t take the gift until you are ready. It won’t make you happy. However, Freddy and a perfect stranger already asked him about this and he was meeting Freddy at lunch to talk more about it. He had to figure out what was going on. The curiosity alone was killing him. So he took a breath and lifted the lid.
Inside the box was a yellow envelope and a small ring box. He picked up the ring box, opened the lid and pulled out a simple, silver ring. He placed it in the palm of his hand and gently rubbed the smooth edges. It seemed ordinary enough with the exception of a strange engraving along the side. It looked like some kind of one eyed monkey-like creature. Conway couldn’t tell what the engraving was supposed to represent but that was the least of his worries.
He was about to put it on his finger but then it somehow didn’t feel right to wear it yet, so he put it in his pocket instead. He then ripped open the faded yellow envelope. Inside was a VHS tape and nothing more. He was hoping for another letter, but the tape would have to do.
Unfortunately he’d have to wait until school was over to watch it, as he needed to be present for his second class. He had skipped Biology but couldn’t afford to miss another Chemistry class. He put the VHS tape in his book bag, closed up the deposit box and walked out of the vault.
“Everything okay?” Norma asked as he walked past her.
“I’m not sure,” Conway responded and then managed to force a smile.
Norma smiled back as Conway left the bank.
He had to rush, but Conway managed to arrive back at the school in time for Chemistry. He sat through the class but could not concentrate. Even on a normal day he found it hard to listen to Mr. MacDonald lecture in his monotone voice, but today was harder still.
He was lost in the land of speculation and couldn’t help but think about the ring that was now resting in his pocket. What was so special about it? He didn’t dare take it out as it just seemed risky somehow. It felt as if he was being watched or something, but then the ring seemed harmless enough. Why would anyone want it? Maybe this wasn’t really the Gift. Maybe it was all a misunderstanding or perhaps a big joke. He wanted desperately to watch his tape, to get some answers, to see his father again.
“Soon,” he said to himself.
If he hadn’t promised Freddy they would meet at lunch he would have gone straight home and skipped classes for the rest of the day.
At 11:45 the bell rang, the teacher dismissed the class and the students packed up their stuff. Everyone was glad for lunch break.
Conway headed to the rear exit, excited to meet up with his old friend again. They had a lot to talk about. He walked down the halls, past the lockers and through a throng of mingling students. He attended Colonel Gray High School with a population of just over a thousand students. It was located in the midtown suburbs and was a quality school with lots of good teachers and classes to choose from. He especially enjoyed his mechanics class. Conway liked doing things rather than reading about them.
A few minutes later Conway arrived at the back of the school by the garbage bins. It suddenly seemed like a strange place to meet.
“Conway, over here,” Freddy yelled. He was standing by the steps that were home to an emergency exit.
“Hey, how’s it going?” Conway smiled.
“Not bad, considering.”
Conway set his book bag down and gave his friend a big hug. They sat down on the steps.
“Your dad was always there for me and my mom,” Conway said, “We’ll never forget his kindness, so if there is anything we can do for you or your family don’t hesitate to ask.”
“Thanks, that means a lot to me,” Freddy paused, “I’ve been keeping busy, which helps you know. Not as much time to think.”
“Yeah.” Conway fought back his sadness.
“I just want life to get back to normal as quickly as possible.”
“People treating you any differently? Cause they were weird around me when my dad died.”
“Well kind of, guess people don’t know what to say is all,” Freddy replied. A lot of people found Freddy intimidating as he was a rich kid, but now he was alienated even more. “You know what? Even Ted won’t look me in the eye.” Freddy shook his head. “It’s sort of funny really. Remember last year, before he got that gland problem fixed.”
“Yeah, he stunk all the time. It was pretty sad.”
The boys laughed.
“Well, now he treats me like I stink.” Freddy dropped his head. “It’s strange that’s all.”
Conway didn’t like Freddy’s body language. “You can’t let people get to you. They just don’t understand.”
“Yeah I guess.”
“Don’t worry about Ted. Remember when he asked Jennifer to that banquet thing last year?”
“Of course. We were standing there when he asked her. She didn’t know what to do, she didn’t want to be mean but she didn’t want to go with him either.”
“It was the most awkward thing I’ve ever seen,” Conway smiled.
They laughed again.
Conway was glad he could make his friend smile, but then suddenly he couldn’t think of anything more to say. They sat in silence for a few moments.
“Well listen I bet you’re wondering why I asked you to meet me here,” Freddy said breaking the silence.
“Sort of,” Conway was definitely curious.
“I want something I think you have, and I’m willing to pay a fair price for it.” Freddy was all business now. “It would be a gift, something your father may have left you.”
Conway’s heart sank, but Freddy continued.
“I think your dad may have given it to you or your mother. You may not even know you have it, but I’m sure he would have left it for one of you. Do you know anything about this?”
Deny if you can, or else they will come after you! Deny! The words were running through Conway’s head. He felt his throat go dry; he didn’t know what to say. He decided to take his father’s advice.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about Freddy. Even if I had this ring, why would you want it?”
But just as the words left his mouth Conway knew he was trapped.
Freddy gave a sly smile. “I never said anything about a ring.” He looked down at Conway’s hands. “Well you’re not wearing it, so where is it?”
“Listen, it’s at home,” Conway lied again, “But I don’t really want to sell it.”
“I’ll give you $500,000 for it.”
Conway gave Freddy a puzzled look. But Freddy’s face said he was serious.
“For real?”
“Yes, imagine what that money could do for you and your mom. She could stop working, you could buy her some nice stuff, take her on a trip. It would pay for your education or whatever else you want to do after school. It’s a good offer.”
It was too good to be true. Conway’s mind was racing; he would love to buy his mom a car, a nice car so that she wouldn’t have to ride the bus to work. The car they had now was a piece of junk. It wouldn’t even start. And oh, he would love to tell her that she could quit her jobs. They could buy a house of their own and even a small boat to enjoy in the summers.
“Wait a minute...” Conway shook his head, “I don’t think I can sell it Freddy. It is a gift from my dad.”
“One million dollars then,” Freddy said without breaking eye contact. Conway expected him to smile but he didn’t. “It’s my final offer old friend.”
“One million dollars? Where would you get that kind of money?”
“Let me worry about that.”
Again Conway’s head was spinning. He was overcome by excitement, nervousness and fear all at the same time. What to do?
“Freddy, I need time to think.”
“Sorry pal. This offer expires immediately. Take it or leave it, but let me say you’d be a fool to pass on this deal.”
Conway’s emotions were calming and he was starting to think straight.
“Why do you want this ring Freddy? Why is it so special?”
Freddy was bothered by this question. He was irritated and Conway knew it.
“Let’s just say its part of a collection that I am putting together and this collection means a lot to me and to my dad,” Freddy said quickly. “It’s something I have to do for him. Do you understand? I have to do it for my father.”
Conway suddenly felt ashamed. How could he even consider selling his father’s gift? It was a connection to the man he hadn’t seen in over eight years. He couldn’t sell that. It was worth way more than a million dollars.
“I do know what you mean,” Conway said with sadness, “This was a gift from my father and that’s why I can’t sell it. I have to keep it for him, or at least until I understand it. Can you understand that?”
“I do understand old friend,” Freddy sighed. “Norbeck didn’t really think you’d sell it, but I insisted we try.”
“Give me a few days?” Conway asked. “Maybe I’ll sell it once I’ve at least investigated it.”
“You don’t know what it is do you?”
“No I just got it today from the bank. Why?”
“So you don’t know what it does either?”
“No, but maybe I’ll sell it to you once I do.”
“I doubt that very much…” Freddy mumbled as he broke eye contact. He turned his attention to a dumpster a few yards away.
“No hard feelings?” Conway replied hopefully.
“Not on my side, but you may have some when you see Doug and Brian.”
Conway was startled.
“Guys, come out here please,” Freddy yelled and two big high school thugs stepped into view. They were both wearing burgundy rugby shirts.
“What’s going on Freddy?” Suddenly Julius’ words echoed in his mind: Freddy wants the Gifts all for himself. He will do anything to get them. He can’t be trusted.
“I need that ring Conway and you’re going to give it to me one way or the other. Please just do this the easy way.” Freddy held out his hand. “If you don’t I’ll have to let these guys convince you and they’re not nearly as nice as I am.”
Doug and Brian laughed.
Conway swallowed hard.
“So just tell me where the ring is,” Freddy asked again. “I’ll go get it and wire the money into your bank account. Then we can all be happy. Do you understand?”
“Perfectly!” Conway was disgusted. He stood up and faced his three adversaries. “Just one thing though. You’ll have to beat it out of me, ‘cause there is no way I’m giving it to you, especially not now!”
“Grab him,” Freddy yelled.
Doug lunged at Conway and grabbed his arm. Conway struggled but it was no good. Doug was built like a bull and Conway couldn’t match his strength.
“Conway! Seriously, this is ridiculous.” Freddy said with anger. “You can be a millionaire. I’ll have it in your bank account before the day is through; otherwise Doug and Brian here are going to have their way with you.”
“You wouldn’t,” Conway fumed.
Freddy sighed. “Tell me where the ring is.”
Conway shook his head as he struggled to free himself.
Freddy turned and pulled a cell phone out of his pocket. He hit the speed dial. “Norbeck,” he said into the receiver. “He won’t budge. He has the ring that’s for sure, but doesn’t want the money… It was stored at the bank, that’s why we could never find it at the house…”
“You broke into my house?” Conway exclaimed.
Freddy ignored this and kept talking on the phone. “I don’t think I can. He’s my friend… Yes he knows where it is… I know what this means for the cause, but he doesn’t even know what it does… I can’t. You’ll have to give the order.”
Freddy looked hard at Conway. “Please,” he begged yet again, “I don’t want it to go down like this.”
“What are you talking about Freddy?” Conway said, “Just let me go.”
“It’s not that simple.” Freddy turned to his goons and handed them the cell phone.
“Yes Mr. Norbeck,” Brian spoke into the flip phone, “We’ll get it done.”
Brian snapped the phone shut and handed it back to Freddy. Doug looked at Brian and nodded. Freddy turned his back. He apparently didn’t want to witness what was about to happen.
Conway was being held by Doug as Brian threw a thunderous punch that connected with his jaw. Doug laughed and pushed Conway to the ground. Before the poor boy could get up he felt a kick to his back. He screamed out in pain.
Surely Freddy would stop this madness, but instead Conway felt another kick, this time to his gut. He moaned in agony.
“Get up tough guy,” Brian mocked. Conway was suddenly lifted off the ground. Doug held his arms and Brian began punching him. One shot to the head and the next to the stomach. Conway heard a crack and felt a pain in his ribs. Doug and Brian just laughed some more.
“Time out,” Freddy yelled.
The thugs looked back at Freddy and dropped Conway to the ground. Blood was dripping from his nose and Conway could taste it in his mouth.
“Are you really going to let this continue?” Freddy pleaded, “Or are you ready to cooperate? Tell me where the ring is and then this will all be over.”
Conway was hurt badly. His eye was swollen and pain was searing throughout his entire body. He had never been in a real fight before and was not particularly enjoying his first experience. In fact he was pissed. He forced himself up on one knee, and then with great difficulty, managed to stand. He looked Freddy straight in the eye and then slid his hand into his pocket. He pulled out the ring and held it up for Freddy to see.
“Here is the ring you want,” Conway paused, trying to maintain his balance. Freddy stared with awe and delight. “But in order to get it, you’ll have to pry it from my cold, dead hand!”
Then Conway spat blood onto the ground, slipped the ring onto his finger, closed his eyes and waited for the next blow to render him unconscious.
But something odd took place instead. A sudden rush of adrenaline flowed over him; his whole body tingled with a sense of strength. His muscles and bones felt renewed and the searing pain was quickly dissipating. And it all happened in an instant. When he opened his eyes he was completely balanced and his mind was clear. He looked over at Freddy who gave a nod to the thugs.
Brian stepped towards Conway, arching back his fist, ready to deliver the knock out blow, but then the strangest thing happened. Just as Brian was following through on his punch, Conway moved with lightening speed, avoiding the contact all together. He watched Brian’s arm move past his head in slow motion. It was as if his attacker had suddenly grown old and slow. Conway then turned to watch Doug and Freddy. They too were moving at speeds a turtle would mock. Suddenly Conway snapped out of this focus and realized it wasn’t the boys moving slowly, it was him going fast. This made Brian angry so he swung again, however Conway dodged the next punch and then the next one. Doug stepped in but Conway delivered a punch of his own. He hit Doug so hard that the young man went flying back ten feet and was knocked out cold.
Conway knew something weird was taking place. He was suddenly faster and stronger than ever before. Just as this thought raced through his mind Brian delivered a sucker kick to his back. Conway hardly felt it and barely moved. Brian was perplexed; it was as if he had kicked a solid oak tree. Contact like that should have crippled a man, but Conway simply turned, picked Brian up and tossed him like a rag doll, fifteen feet away, into a dumpster.
Conway smiled; this was so cool. He turned and faced Freddy who was clearly not impressed. Their eyes met and they both knew this wasn’t over. However, it would have to wait as a concerned teacher was rounding the corner. She had obviously been attracted by the strange noises.
“Is everything okay back here?” she yelled.
Freddy quickly slipped into the school through the back door, avoiding the teacher’s detection.
Conway didn’t want to explain this either; in fact he didn’t even know what had just happened, so he decided to make a run for it. He took off as fast as he could away from the school. His legs were suddenly so powerful. Each stride was effortless and he was able to extend and retract his legs farther and faster than ever before. It felt like he was in a dream, practically gliding across the ground and in a matter of seconds he had run over 500 meters.
Not everything was moving as fast as he was; in fact as he looked around, everything else seemed to be going in slow motion. He was able to watch a hummingbird glide above a flower and could even make out each wing flap. Then he noticed a dog frantically digging a hole but the dirt seemed to float in suspended animation before hitting the ground. He watched the grass sway in the wind and was able to zoom in on a single blade taking into account each tiny bit of texture.
This was so cool!
Five minutes later he found himself downtown in Victoria Park, a trip that would normally have taken 15 minutes to jog. He stopped running and looked down at the ring, “What is going on?” He started to walk along the boardwalk which ran adjacent to the sea. Everything suddenly felt surreal and questions started swirling about in his head.
The more he thought about Freddy the angrier he got. To top it all off he had just been in a fight but didn’t have a scratch to show for it. All his bruises and cuts had simply disappeared. It was unbelievably confusing and it had all happened so fast. The ring seemed to give him an abundance of strength and agility, but how? Did it work all the time or only when he was in trouble?
He looked down at the shiny ring glistening on his finger. It was the cause of this chaos. His father had warned him about it, but it hadn’t been clear enough. He stopped, picked up a stone and threw it in frustration. It traveled so far that Conway almost lost sight of it before it splashed into the sea.
“Whoa,” he thought as he walked over to a tree. He grabbed a thick branch and ripped it clean off. He then picked up another stone, threw it in the air and batted it with the tree branch. This time the stone traveled even further. Conway felt a rush of excitement tingle up his back.
He looked over at a small, parked car and wondered. Curiosity had to be satisfied. He walked up behind it, crouched down and grabbed the rear bumper. He lifted the car as if it were no heavier than his desk at school. Before he could let out a victory cheer however, he suddenly got that sense of being watched. He carefully cocked his head to the left and was horrified to see a group of kids and parents staring dumbfounded at him.
“Hey,” was all Conway could think to say.
He carefully put the car back down, smiled at the people again and then ran into the woods. He was so embarrassed.
“That was so stupid!” he shouted to himself.
But he didn’t dwell on that for very long as suddenly a new sense of dread overcame him. The tape. He had left his book bag at the scene of the fight and the VHS tape was in it. Surely the teacher would have picked it up. He just hoped Freddy hadn’t taken it.
“I’ve got to get it back,” Conway thought as he paced back and forth in the small woods. It would be disastrous if someone else watched it before he did.
He had to get back to school and get there quickly but carefully. Instead of running straight, he decided to zig-zag his way back to the school, running from house to house and hiding behind cars and trees to make sure nobody saw him. Ten minutes later he was back on school property. He walked up to the dumpsters but his book bag was nowhere to be found.
“Great,” Conway mumbled. “My only clue to this whole mess and I’ve lost it.”
Freddy was talking wildly into his cell phone while walking hurriedly towards the school office.
“It all went terribly wrong!” Freddy yelled into the receiver.
“You should have frisked him first,” Norbeck replied on the other end.
“How was I to know he had the ring on him? We’ve been gently quizzing him for years and it always seemed that he knew nothing about the Gifts.”
“I know, I know, but somebody must be talking to him,” Norbeck conceded.
“Yeah, but who?” Freddy asked. “He doesn’t know any other gift bearer and it’s not a topic you’ll easily find on Google.”
“I don’t like this, but we’ll have to move on to Plan C.” There was a slight pause then Norbeck continued, “You know what to do.”
Freddy snapped his phone shut, took a deep breath and walked into the school office. Two chairs were positioned in the corner. People often sat in them while waiting nervously to see the principal. They faced a long counter that acted as a boundary between the waiting and working area of the office. Nobody was sitting in the chairs today. The secretary was alone at her desk behind the counter and she was busily typing away on her computer. The doors to the principal’s and vice-principal’s offices were shut behind her.
Freddy let out a gentle cough to get her attention. He forced a big smile and asked in his most charming voice, “May I borrow a couple of envelopes Peggy?”
“Certainly dear,” the secretary replied as she pulled two out of her desk. She was a heavy set lady in her early fifties and was well liked by the students. She walked over to the counter and gave them to him. “Anything for you Freddy and again, I’m so sorry about your father.”
“Thanks.” He smiled and walked out.
Freddy thought back to the countless hours he had spent talking about the Gifts with his father. Hank was careful to explain everything he knew to his son. He had great plans for his boy which included collecting all the Gifts. Hank and Norbeck had worked out strategies to accomplish this. Freddy was never okay with the entire plan, but Hank didn’t care. He only wanted Freddy to be well prepared to do his duty.
“Your destiny is to collect all the Gifts. You are the only one who can. Don’t let me down.” Hank had preached this to Freddy from the time he was a young boy.
Today though, things did not go according to Hank’s grand plan; in fact, they had escalated way out of control. Plan “A” was that Conway would take the money in exchange for the ring. Plan “B” was for the thugs to step in. Freddy couldn’t help but feel bad. He had let his father down today, but he also knew this wasn’t over. There were contingency plans in place, but he had so much to do and so little time.
He and his father had subtly tested Conway in the past. This was part of the reason Hank had given Shirley his house. He wanted to keep Conway close. Over time they had become certain Conway didn’t know about the Gifts, so they didn’t expect him to resist.
“Where was he getting his information?” Freddy thought to himself. Certainly Conway’s mother wasn’t the source. It was doubtful that she’d talk, but then how did Conway know? It would have been so much simpler had Conway taken the money. Everyone could have been happy and they would still have a form of friendship.
“Doug and Brian will be fine,” he told himself. He would send their families some money. “How much though?”
Just then a shout came from down the busy hallway.
“Freddy, where have you been?” Natasha yelled. “I have been looking everywhere for you.” She made her way through the crowded hallway and ran up to hug her boyfriend, but Freddy backed away.
Several students passed by them. A teacher stopped at the water fountain and took a drink of water.
“What’s the matter?” she asked with concern.
“I’m having a lousy day,” Freddy sulked as he walked away from the teacher’s earshot.
“I heard about Doug and Brian. I guess everybody has. People are saying that your friends were fighting, but that doesn’t make sense. They have always gotten along so well.”
“What makes sense any more?” Freddy kept walking, pulling out his wallet.
Natasha followed him.
“Where did you get that ugly thing?” she asked with distaste.
It was a brown, weathered wallet, with a zipper and a strange one-eyed creature stitched into the side of it. It was indeed quite ugly.
Freddy stopped and gave her a hard look. “My father gave this to me.”
“Sorry,” Natasha dropped her head. “I meant no disrespect.”
Freddy didn’t say anything for a few moments, causing an awkward silence. Instead he looked to be concentrating and then just opened his wallet, took out a big wad of cash and put it all in an envelope.
“I’ve got something to do,” Freddy finally said and then walked away without looking at Natasha.
Mrs. McIssac was furious. As Principal of Colonel Gray High School she had seen a lot of things but never, in her fifteen years as an administrator, had she seen a fight like this. Two of the school’s star rugby players had been found unconscious and sent to the hospital via ambulance. To make matters worse, Conway Fletcher’s book bag had been found at the scene but nobody knew where Conway was. Mrs. McIssac did not look forward to the conversation she would have with Mrs. Fletcher if Conway was not found soon. She had just finished two unpleasant talks with Doug and Brian’s folks.
“We’ve got a good mind to sue you and the whole school board,” had been how her talk with Brian’s dad ended. She was just about to pick up the phone and call Conway’s mom when the secretary buzzed her on the intercom.
“Mrs. McIssac, Conway Fletcher is here to see you.”
“Send him right in,” she replied, feeling temporarily relieved.
Conway stepped into the small office, which was decorated with diplomas, pictures and various awards. There was a plant in the corner and stacks of papers on the old desk. Mrs. McIssac was sitting in her beat-up swivel chair and indicated for Conway to take a seat in the hard chair across from her desk. He glanced around the room and saw his book bag lying next to the filing cabinets.
As he sat down, the principal gave out a sigh. “Where have you been Conway? We have been very worried about you. You didn’t show up for your third period and there was a big… well what appears to be a big fight at lunch. We had to call the ambulance you know. Two students were badly injured and your kit bag was found with them.” She looked him over noticing his grass stained shirt and pants. “We are hoping you could shed some light on what happened.”
Conway looked up and met her stare. He felt a little sheepish, not sure what to say. He just wanted his book bag back.
“Were you involved in the fight?” the principal asked, “because your clothes are quite messed up.”
“I was there,” he paused. He had rehearsed this line out in the halls before coming into the office, “and when I saw that they wanted to fight, I dropped my bag and ran. I was so scared that I tripped as I was running away. That’s how I messed up my clothes.” He gave her the saddest look he could muster.
“Did you see what happened? Was anybody else there?”
“Like I said, I just ran.”
Mrs. McIssac leaned back in her chair. “You don’t have to be afraid. You can tell me what really happened.”
Conway looked at the floor. He hated lying but knew she wouldn’t believe the truth. He hardly did himself. He figured Doug and Brian would never admit they’d been beaten by someone half their size.
“Like I said, I saw they wanted to fight so I ran. They were arguing and started throwing punches.”
“Okay Conway, we’ll wait and see what the boys say when they get better. I guess that’s all for now.”
“Thanks Mrs. McIssac. Can I grab my bag?”
“Certainly and I don’t want you missing any more classes.”
Conway nodded and then slung his kit bag over his shoulder and left the office. He had the feeling that she didn’t believe his story, but he would worry about that later. He wanted to get home and watch his tape.
He decided to skip fourth period, despite the principal’s warning, and walked towards the front exit. He left the school grounds quickly and was crossing Queen Street when a terrible truth suddenly entered his brain.
We don’t own a VCR.
A few years ago their aged machine had died and his mom replaced it with a cheap DVD player. Not many stores sold VCRs anymore as they were an outdated technology.
“How am I going to watch my tape now?” Conway said aloud.
He began thinking about everyone he knew that might have the right machine. Freddy was the only person he could think of but that wasn’t much of an option anymore. Who else? Possibly Stu Jones. A fancy lawyer’s firm like Jones’ would likely have two or three VCRs on hand. That seemed like the best option and besides Conway wouldn’t mind asking Stu what else he knew about the Gifts. After all it was Stu who had held on to William’s letter for all those years. He was close with his dad; he must know something.
Stu Jones was sitting in his beautiful office talking on the phone to one of his clients when the office door suddenly swung open.
“What’s the meaning of this?” the lawyer asked as he covered the mouth piece on his phone.
“I want some answers Mr. Jones,” Conway said as he stepped into the room. He was still wearing his ring and therefore flung the door open a little harder than he meant to.
The young receptionist was standing behind Conway. “I told him not to enter. He needs an appointment,” she said frantically.
“I’m on the phone Conway,” Stu said, “You’ll have to make an appointment and see me later.”
Conway stepped forward and pressed his finger against the hang-up button on the phone.
“Now there’s no reason you can’t talk to me,” Conway said hardly believing what he had just done.
Stu did not see the humor in this. He was about to yell out something when Conway spoke softly, “It’s about the letter you gave me. It’s about my dad.”
The lawyer melted. “Fine,” he said, “I’ll give you ten minutes.”
The secretary rolled her eyes in disgust and left the room. Conway sat back down on the leather chair.
“What do you want to know son?”
“What do you know about the Gift of Six?”
Stu shuffled in his chair, “I don’t know much. I’ve only heard the stories. Why do you ask?”
“What stories?”
“Well, they’re kind of silly really, but an old Island rumor has it that there are six gifts that give their bearer remarkable powers. Um... one makes you strong, another rich, another beautiful or something like that. But really it’s just a story. What does it have to do with your father?”
“Did my father believe those stories?” Conway asked.
“I... I don’t know. It was never something we talked about.”
“So he never told you anything about them?”
“No, why?”
“What did you make of the letter he left me?”
Stu was growing uncomfortable. “Nothing,” he replied, “Well, I thought it strange, you know, with him dying a couple of days later, but that’s it. I never read it if that’s what you’re asking?”
“So you have no idea what was inside the envelope? Your curiosity never got the better of you?”
“Hey,” Stu was clearly offended, “I take my job very seriously. I never break confidentiality. I respected your father and his wishes. I would never betray his trust or any of my client’s for that matter.”
These weren’t the answers Conway was hoping for.
“Is that all you want to know son?” Stu said impatiently.
“I guess so.” Conway stood up slowly, “Do you have a VCR I could borrow?”
“I don’t think we have one here in the office,” Stu replied. “I have one at home. I could bring it to the office tomorrow for you.”
“Ah, that’s okay Mr. Jones. I’ll get one somewhere else.” Conway turned to leave the office. “Oh, and I’m sorry for barging in like this.”
“It’s okay,” Stu replied. “You sure were desperate for answers. Sorry I couldn’t be of more help.”
Conway was about to leave, but then suddenly asked, “Why did you have to give me the letter on a particular day? Why not give it to me years ago?”
“That’s the strange part. Your dad told me to keep the letter until he and five other people were deceased. Hank McInnis was the last one alive. When he died I called you up.”
“Who were the others if you don’t mind me asking?”
“Well let me think… I guess it was the Sweeny couple, Hope Arnold, Sarah MacEachern and Cassandra Jordan. That’s the six of them, all dead now…”
“Did you say Jordan?’
“Yes Cassandra Jordan, her son lives right here in Charlottetown.”
“Uh, yeah we’ve met.” Conway smiled and then left the building. He took his time getting home. It was late afternoon and his mom wouldn’t be home until later tonight.
“How am I going to watch my tape now?” he thought to himself as he twirled the ring on his finger. He pondered his next move. What he really needed were answers and the tape held them. All he knew was that wearing this ring sent an enormous amount of energy coursing throughout his body. He was excited by this new sense of power, but on the flip side his head was starting to hurt.
“What is this ring doing to me?” Conway wondered aloud.
He finally made it home and opened his fridge to get some food but found he wasn’t very hungry. He was getting dizzy and felt sick to his stomach. This frightened him a little so he pulled the ring off his finger. His body instantly felt different. It was as if he was crashing after a sweet high. His new-found strength and agility were instantly drained and his acute focus was lost. He felt so average, ordinary and basically weak, but on the flip side his headache began to subside.
He decided to try and do something special now that his finger was bare. He walked over to the stove and tried to lift if up, but he could barely budge it.
“When I wear the ring I’m strong, but when I take it off I’m weak,” he concluded while walking to his room.
He stretched out on his bed and closed his eyes. He tried hard to shut off his brain so he could sleep but that wasn’t going to happen. Instead he was haunted by sad thoughts like his father’s passing, his mother’s sadness and Freddy’s cruel betrayal. He relived the fight with Doug and Brian and remembered how painful the blows were. He could feel his ribs cracking, taste his own blood and hear the taunting laughter. Why was life picking on him? Why did his dad have to die? Why did his mom have to suffer and why did his friends have to be so ugly?
Suddenly Conway was startled by the sounds of small explosions and loud popping. Firecrackers were going off outside his house again tonight. Conway leaped out of bed and looked at the clock. It was 12:30 in the morning. He was furious. People were trying to sleep and someone had the audacity to light firecrackers. He ran to the window and slid it open. He wanted to yell, to scream at the world for the injustice it had thrown his way, but yelling at whoever was out there would have to do.
“Would you guys shut up?” Conway screamed at four young teenagers huddled by the sidewalk. Normally he wasn’t this aggressive but today he didn’t care. “People are trying to sleep you know?”
“Oh shut up yerself!” one of the teens yelled back.
“Yeah stuff it you old fart,” another teen sneered.
“Me, an old fart?” Conway screamed. It felt good to scream. “You’ll see just what this fart is capable of. I’m going to kick the crap out of yas! Just wait there and see.”
Conway turned from the window. He grabbed his ring and headed for the front door. He longed for a fight; he needed one. Life was kicking him and he wanted to kick back. Only he knew this wouldn’t be much of a fight. It would be a little unfair with him using the ring and all, but it sure would feel good to inflict pain on someone else. It gave him a lot of confidence knowing full well they wouldn’t be able to do a thing to hurt him.
However, Conway wouldn’t get the chance to vent his frustration. He opened the door and stepped outside but the teens were gone. He stood alone on his front steps looking for a way to rid himself of this pain now gnawing at him. But there was nobody there to yell at or fight with. The streets were quiet and deserted.
He knew that hurting someone wouldn’t make his pain go away, but it sure would help him forget about it for awhile and that would be nice. It wasn’t so much the betrayal or the fight that irritated Conway; not knowing what was going on was driving him crazy. Something big was happening and it was beyond his control. He didn’t have a say in any of it. It was all happening too fast. To make matters worse his hurt feelings towards his dad were creeping back to the surface. He hadn’t realized how much he missed his father till he got that letter. He wanted to talk to the man one more time. He wanted to hear from someone who had answers and could make it all better.
But that wasn’t going to happen.
Conway walked over to a tree and ripped a large branch right off it. He threw it as hard as he could at the fence across the street. It punched a nice hole straight through. He shrugged his shoulders; that would have to do. He went back into his house, took the ring off his finger and tried his best to slow his brain down. It was the only way he would fall asleep.
When Conway woke the next morning his first instinct was to grab his ring. He stared at it momentarily before slipping it on and then the exhilarating rush of energy immediately followed. He smiled knowing, right now he was untouchable.
Conway finally got himself ready for school and headed off. As he entered the building he had one mission in mind, to find Freddy and make him pay. But his old friend was no where to be found. So instead he sat through his first class and hardly heard two words the teacher spoke. When it was over he walked the hallways towards his second class, all the while looking for Freddy. Dozens of students were moving down the hallways but Freddy was not among them.
Conway was making his way through the crowd when he spotted Julius Jordan ten yards ahead of him. “That’s the kid that disappeared from my front yard,” Conway said to himself. He rushed up behind the kid and slammed him into a locker.
Nobody paid any attention to them. Everyone just kept on walking by.
“Hi Julius,” Conway sneered.
“What are you d-doing?” Julius stuttered. Fear flooded over his face. “L-Let me go.”
“Sorry,” Conway said. Hatred was oozing out his pores. He had his hands wrapped tightly around Julius’ neck. “I think you and Freddy have some explaining to do.”
“F-Freddy. What has he done?”
“Don’t play dumb with me! You and Freddy are in cahoots and I know it. You both probably had a great laugh as Doug and Brian were beating me senseless. Let’s see how you like it.”
Conway raised his fist and was about to throw a punch when Julius yelled out.
“Wait! I’m not working with Freddy! I u-understand you have questions...” Julius stuttered, “I’ve got some answers here in my p-pocket, but you’ll have to let go of my shirt first.”
Conway gave Julius a suspicious look but then let him go. Julius slowly pulled out an old pocket watch from his right pocket and a book out of his left one.
“Come see me when you’ve c-calmed down,” Julius whispered and then, in an instant, he was gone.
Conway fell back in a startled state and looked around in pure disbelief. The kid had disappeared again. One moment he was standing there in front of him and the next moment he was gone.
“Impossible…” Conway mumbled. “This is freaking me out.”
The bell chimed indicating that second period was about to begin. The hallways quickly emptied and soon Conway found himself standing all alone. Today wasn’t going so well. Freddy was nowhere to be found and this Julius kid had just disappeared. Why spend the rest of the day in class when his head was hurting again? He needed to take the ring off to stop the headache yet he simply didn’t feel safe without it. So he rounded towards the exit and left the school. He might as well go home and read his dad’s letter once again.
“How was school today?” Shirley asked her son as she stirred a pot of spaghetti sauce. She was making supper and Conway was reading a magazine at the kitchen table.
“Fine,” Conway lied. He didn’t want her to know that he skipped most of the past two days. “How was work?”
“Miserable,” Shirley replied. “My supervisor is an idiot. She treats us all like we’re morons, but one of these days she’ll get what’s coming to her.”
Shirley often complained about her jobs. It was pretty normal meal time banter. Conway would listen politely as his mother unloaded. He didn’t mind. It was a small gesture to show that he cared for her and besides he often got a good laugh out of it.
“Today she asked me to clean the bathrooms,” Shirley continued. “I never have to clean them and it turned out that we were out of rubber gloves. Well I was not about to clean a public toilet with my bare hands. So I told this to Brenda only she flipped out at me. She said ‘People were cleaning toilets long before rubber gloves were invented. What do you think they did before then?’ I nearly laughed in her face. I can’t believe half of the stupid things that come out of her mouth, but that was one of the dumbest.”
“So what did you do?” Conway was anxious to know; after all she was now using those same hands to cook his meal.
“I told her to go jump off a cliff.”
“You didn’t?”
“Not really, I just found Susan and told her that it was her turn to do the bathrooms.”
Conway and Shirley started laughing.
“Good one mom,” Conway joked.
“Yeah, anyways food’s ready.” Shirley put a plate of spaghetti in front of her son. “After supper we’re going for a bike ride.”
Conway laughed. His mom would often make this empty suggestion, but nothing ever came of it.
“This looks great.” Conway took a big bite. “And I’d love to go cycling with you, only problem is we don’t have wheels remember.”
“I know,” Shirley sighed. “One of these days we’re going to rent a couple and pedal off into the sunset.”
“Sounds wonderful mom,” Conway twirled some noodles onto his fork. “But seriously, can I ask you something?”
“What do you want to know?”
“Well about Dad, did he ever do anything… you know, exciting?”
“What do you mean by exciting?” Shirley asked.
“Well did he ever travel or do strange things or hang out with different people?”
“Well,” Shirley began, “He was actually very normal. He did normal things and was a good provider for our family. Why the sudden interest?”
“He’s my dad and it seems I don’t know a whole lot about him.”
“Of course you do. I talk about him all the time.” Shirley was clearly flustered.
Conway decided not to argue with her. He just desperately wanted to steer the conversation towards the Gifts but he didn’t quite know how to do that. So instead Conway changed the subject entirely.
“Maybe later on you and I can go rent a movie or something?”
“Ah, sorry,” Shirley was apologetic. “I promised the girls from work that I’d meet them down at the pub, but I’d like to do it another night.”
“Yeah,” Conway did his best to hide his disappointment, “Another night.”
The next day Conway got up early and headed off for school. He wanted to get there before everyone else. He waited anxiously by the front door watching for either Freddy or Julius to show up. He did his best to appear inconspicuous by some lockers. The minutes ticked by and hundreds of students flowed past him.
He waited patiently until the first bell rang. It seemed obvious that they weren’t going to walk through this entrance on this particular morning so Conway gave up and headed off for class. He sat through first period struggling to pay attention yet again.
Finally the bell rang and class ended. Conway got up quickly and started hunting for Freddy and Julius in the hallways. He was wearing the ring and had on a dark hoddie. He pulled the hood up so as to disguise himself. He headed towards Freddy’s locker and asked some of his friends if they’d seen him, but again nobody had.
He grew frustrated and walked by a bunch of students to the place he had seen Julius the day before.
“Ah, there he is,” Conway mumbled as he spotted Julius putting some books into his locker. The boy was wearing a red Hawaiian shirt and Conway walked up and grabbed him by the neck. He didn’t want the kid to disappear again.
“C-Conway,” Julius wheezed. “I see you haven’t c-calmed down any...”
“Guess not,” Conway replied with passion. “You see I’m having a very strange week. I heard from my dead father. My best friend stabbed me in the back. I got into my first fight. You vanished into thin air twice and the strangest thing of all was that I found a ring which gives me incredible powers. I don’t understand what’s happening and I need some answers.” He tightened his grip. “You seem to know something, so start talking.”
Julius coughed; he spoke with difficulty as Conway was choking him. “I would l-love to, but... but not here.” He winced in pain. “Somewhere more p-private?”
Conway loosened his grip, and Julius took a deep breath.
“In there,” Julius said and pointed to the guy’s bathroom.
“How do I know you won’t vanish again?”
“I give you my word, as long as you p-promise to be c-civil.”
“I want dat money by tomorrow or else,” Jake was yelling at a frightened freshman while dozens of students walked obliviously by in the school hallways. “I’ve made good on my end, now I need ya ta make good on yers.”
“I’ll have it by tomorrow Jake, I promise,” the freshman replied. He held out his hands, certain that Jake was going to punch him.
Jake the Snake, as was his nickname, was currently the longest serving senior at the Gray. This was his third year in grade 12, but Jake wasn’t dumb and everyone knew that. He could’ve graduated years ago. It was simply that he didn’t see the point. He had everything he needed right here at the school, including respect, connections and a means to make decent money. So why give it all up just to be a small fish in another pond? It didn’t make sense and besides, Jake was no small fish; in fact he was a well built guy with a square jaw and shaven head. He could intimidate any student with a simple snarl and nobody ever tested him.
He had grown up in Tignish, a rural village on the western end of the Island where fishing and farming were the main industries. Many on the Island would say he was from up west, referring to the western end of the province like O’Leary, while out west referred to western Canada, like Alberta or British Columbia.
Jake had developed a thick Tignish accent as a result of his upbringing, but explaining this accent is a little difficult as it’s a cross between Irish, Newfie and who knows what else. Regardless of his vocabulary and pronunciation, he was best known throughout the school as an acquirer; he could get anything for anyone provided the price was right. He just hated it when people didn’t pay. Take for example this particular case. Jake had procured a keg of beer for this under-age kid so he and his buddies could party like seniors, but they were slow to pay and Jake was losing patience.
“If I don’t get it by ten, I start breaking yer fingers,” Jake said with authority and then pushed the kid to the ground. The boy was shaken up but didn’t argue. “Meet me here at noon tamorra.”
Jake walked over the kid and headed to the bathroom.
While he was sitting on the can, two guys walked into the bathroom. He could see them through a crack between the door and the stall. One of them he recognized as Freddy’s friend Conway, but he didn’t know the other kid. He laughed to himself as he noticed the Hawaiian shirt. They started talking in hushed voices, making Jake quite curious. He had learned some of his most valuable information from bathroom talk.
“There are six of them, six G-Gifts that is, and each one gives a special a-ability to whoever possesses it,” Julius said as he leaned against the bathroom counter. He was starting to wheeze and took a drag from his puffer. “My mom talked about them all the t-time, well that is until she died.”
“I’m sorry Julius,” Conway said, “I know what it’s like to lose someone.”
“Yeah I know, you l-lost your dad nearly eight years ago in a car a-accident.”
“How did you know that?” Conway was irritated that this kid knew way more than he did.
“That’s not important. The issue here is w-whether or not he g-gave you one of the Gifts.”
“I already told you that he did.”
“Well, then show it to me.”
Conway rolled his eyes but held out his hand and showed Julius the ring on his finger.
“Wow, t-that’s exactly how I p-pictured it.”
“What, you guessed it would look like a ring?” Conway said sarcastically.
Julius ignored the jab and continued, “In c-case you are wondering my mother left me one as well. Here it is.” He pulled out an old pocket watch from his pocket. It was faded bronze with a long chain attached to it. He watched Conway’s eyes hoping for a reaction, but never got one.
“Well that’s nice. It’s the same one you had yesterday. Is it worth a lot of money or something?”
“Look at the image engraved into the s-side, the Chnarvie.”
Conway looked closer and noticed that the watch contained the same engraving as his ring. It was that same one-eyed monkey like creature. “Is that what the weird icon is called?”
“Yes, it’s on all the Gifts. I’m surprised you don’t know this.”
Conway gave him a blank stare.
“You don’t even know what my watch is do you?”
Conway shook his head no.
“This only started working a few d-days ago, on a very special day. Do you want to know what h-happened that day?”
“Maybe,” Conway lied, not wanting to show his complete ignorance.
“It was the day that H-Hank McInnis died. You see he was the last living member of the G-Gifted Group. When he died all the gifts started working again.”
“Why? What do you mean?”
“I’ll give you the short v-version, at least what I can remember from my mom’s stories. Only thing is none of us really b-believed her then. We figured she was just making this stuff up...” Julius paused with regret. “Wish I had asked her more questions, but anyways this is what I know.”
Julius looked at himself in the mirror and then at Conway. His stutter began to subside as he had rehearsed this story dozens of times.
“Many years ago, a man l-lived on the Island with six very special gifts. Where he got them, I don’t know, but he had six children and they were always fighting. He loved them very much and wanted them to stay together. So he gave a gift to each one of them. He told them of their amazing abilities and unique powers. One was the Gift of Vision, one the Gift of Wealth, one the Gift of Knowledge, one the Gift of Strength, one the Gift of Location and one the Gift of Semblance. Each Gift was housed in an ordinary item like that ring of yours or my pocket watch.
“The man had hoped that the uniqueness of each Gift would cause the family to work together in harmony. That they could share in the power of all the gifts and through that power do some good in the world. Well the old man was definitely an optimist and his plan worked for a while. But then one day he died and his children, now mostly young adults were left on their own. It didn’t take long before division arose, especially in how to manage the gifts. They couldn’t agree on who was in charge and what to do with them. So one thing led to another and soon lying, back-stabbing and stealing began. Of the whole family Sarah was the only one to show any character.
“Unfortunately, she found herself alone one day with nothing but her Gift of Semblance as protection. Her oldest brother Nathan had stolen the other five gifts and murdered her siblings in the process. He was driven by greed and had become mad in his quest for absolute control. It was said that whoever controlled all the gifts controlled an even greater power and Nathan wanted that greater power more than life itself.
“With no other family to turn to and knowing that Nathan wanted her dead, Sarah looked to her friends for help. She knew that bringing them in could be disastrous but what choice did she have? If Nathan controlled all the gifts he would certainly use them for his own selfish desires. That is how your dad, Freddy’s dad and my mom got involved. They were three of Sarah’s five friends who eventually stopped the madness.
“Her cry for help paid off and with the help of her friends they stopped Nathan and got the gifts back. Sarah insisted that each friend should keep a Gift. They formed a pact and gave themselves a name. They called themselves the Gifted Group.”
“That was the best name they could come up with?” Conway interrupted sarcastically.
“Yeah I know, but m-more importantly they had learned something from the past. They did not trust themselves to resist the greed the Gifts could bring. So they made a change to the conditions attached to the Gifts and set two new ones. I guess you are able to do this when all the gifts are together.
“The first condition was that no member of the Gifted Group could possess more than one gift. If anyone tried they would die a painful death. The second condition was that the Gifts would stop functioning if any of the Members hurt another or went against the wishes of the whole group. That way they would have to be in agreement and work together. The Gifts would stay inactive until reconciliation was made between the members.
“Things were going along smoothly, until the group was b-betrayed by one of its own. Then the Gifts stopped working and unfortunately your dad died before reconciliation was reached, a scenario the group had not anticipated. The Gifts have been dormant ever since, well that is until about a week ago.” Julius paused and suddenly wished he had something to drink. His throat was dry.
“Why did the Gifts start working again now?” Conway asked.
“Well you see Hank was the last living member of the Gifted Group. When he died the conditions on the Gifts expired; basically the Gifts were reset. They’re all working now with a blank slate free of conditions.”
Conway turned and looked at his reflection in the mirror, “This doesn’t really make any sense, but it does answer one of my questions.”
“What’s that?”
“My dad told his lawyer not to deliver the package until a specific group of people were dead. Dad must have known the Gifts would stay inactive until then.”
“Yes and that’s why H-Hank McInnis never went after the other Gifts while he was alive. If he d-did he would have died a horrible death.”
Conway was just about to ask Julius some more questions when they were interrupted by a random student who walked into the bathroom, grabbed some paper towel and left.
“We should go,” Julius said. “It may not be s-safe here.”
“Yeah you might be right.”
Suddenly they heard a toilet flush. They both stared with dread at the stalls. Had someone been listening to their entire conversation? The stall door opened and Jake walked out. He looked at Julius and Conway.
“Ya ain’t going nowheres boyz,” he said in a snarly voice. “Christmas has come early and I wants me gifts.”
The bell chimed indicating that second period was finally over. The hallways at Colonel Gray High School were suddenly flooded with excited students, glad to be free for lunch break. A few freshmen had congregated in the middle of the hallway. One of them was recounting his latest heroics.
“Then I said, Listen dude. I’ll pay you for the booze when I’m good an’ ready to pay you an’ if you don’t like it then tough.”
“No way dude, you didn’t say that. Not to Jake the Snake. Did you?”
“He doesn’t scare me. Not only that, but I says, And another thing Jakey, get some Clorets dude cause your breath reeks.”
Everyone laughed.
Natasha walked up to them. They were blocking her path. “Pardon me please,” she said.
They gave her a disgusted look, but slowly moved. She wasn’t the type of girl these students would hang with. Natasha was dressed neatly in a tight little skirt and a form fitting top. She wore expensive shoes and spent a lot of time on her hair and makeup. These freshmen wore dark, baggy clothes and had a lot of piercing and tattoos.
She passed by them still feeling bad about Freddy and the conversation they had the day before.
“Why do I say such hurtful things?” she asked herself, remembering how she insulted Freddy’s wallet. “It was a gift from his dad and I said it was ugly. I’m such a moron.”
“It sounds ta me like you guys been smokin’ some of the heavy stuff,” Jake smiled at Conway and Julius.
The three of them were standing by the sinks in the bathroom. “But just in case you’re not, in case this wacked out story is true, well den, I wants that ring and that watch. You see me mom and dad used to tell a story about a man who once saved their life. A car was speeding at dem and it was out of control. This strange man jumped in front of dem and let the car hit him. Only the man didn’t die. He stayed unmoved. The car bounced off him like he was Superman or something. Then a woman ran out to him and grabbed his arm and quite suddenly dey both disappeared. Seems strange eh? But me mom and dad swore that it was true and me being a good son, believed em.” He took a switch blade out of his back pocket and popped the knife. He pulled a frightened Julius towards himself.
“Now if you two jokers somehow got the thing that makes this power possible, well den I think the world would be better off if someone more capable was holding on to dem.”
“And that would be you, would it?” Conway sneered.
“Glad yer catchin on big fella,” Jake smiled.
“N-no p-problem, just please don’t h-hurt me,” Julius wheezed. He needed his puffer.
“Then hand dem over,” Jake said threateningly.
Immediately, without hesitation, Julius reached into his pocket and pulled out the watch. He handed it to Jake who kept smiling. Conway rolled his eyes. Jake pushed Julius to the floor and pointed the blade at Conway.
“Now I want yers big guy,” Jake threatened again.
Conway cocked his head and stared menacingly at the threat. “I’ve already had a rough week. I don’t need another confrontation.”
“Well don’t make it tough on yerself. Give me what I wants and den walk away.”
“Not gonna happen.”
“That’s too bad, cause yer gonna get hurt.”
Conway did something Jake didn’t expect and he did it with lightening speed. He leaped at Jake and grabbed his wrist. He squeezed so hard that Jake dropped the knife. Conway then delivered a punch that sent Jake flying across the bathroom.
“Wow,” Julius muttered and Conway reached down to help Julius up.
“Look out!” Julius screamed, but it was too late. Jake had picked up a metal garbage can and smashed it across Conway’s back. Before Conway could move, the can made contact but didn’t leave a mark. It was as if Conway was made of concrete.
Conway spun around and stared at his attacker. Jake stared back with a mix of terror and confusion. Instead of being badly crippled, Conway was left unscathed. Jake lunged at Conway and punched him in the gut, but his hand snapped on impact. The only damage to his would be victim was a ripped shirt and now Jake had an injured hand.
“Give it to me,” Conway said through clenched teeth, trying hard to contain his emotions. He didn’t want to send another student to the hospital.
Jake just stared back at Conway. “Dat’s impossible,” he muttered as he offered the dented garbage can to Conway.
“Not that. Give me the pocket watch.”
Jake shook his head in understanding, dropped the can and slowly gave the watch to Conway.
“Thank you,” Conway said sternly, “Now get out of here.”
Jake walked slowly backwards but tripped over the other garbage can. He got up awkwardly and stumbled out of the bathroom as quickly as he could.
“So much for Jake the Snake,” Conway laughed nervously.
Julius wasn’t in the laughing mood. Conway shrugged his shoulders and looked carefully at the pocket watch now dangling from its chain. He studied it carefully.
Julius looked on nervously. “Hum hmm,” he coughed.
Conway locked eyes with Julius and considered his options. He could keep this second gift or he could give it back to this kid he just met. He shook his head and smiled, “Here, this belongs to you. Next time do a better job of holding on to it.”
Julius took the watch back with great gratitude.
“You gave it back,” Julius mumbled in astonishment, “I can’t believe you gave it back to me.”
“Why would I keep it? I don’t even know what it does,” Conway replied sarcastically and then smiled. “Let’s get out of here.”
“Yes please,” Julius laughed.
Suddenly Conway bent over in agony.
“Hey are you a-alright?” Julius asked.
Conway was hit with a sudden burst of pain that ran down his spine. He started to feel lightheaded and sick to his stomach.
“What’s wrong Conway?”
“I don’t feel so good.”
“You don’t l-look so good either.”
“I feel sick.”
“How long have you been w-wearing the r-ring?”
“Few hours, I guess,” said Conway breathing heavily, “Put it on this morning when I woke up.”
“Well no wonder you’re sick,” Julius replied with concern, “It’s like getting c-contact lenses for the first time. You wear them for only a few hours a day until your eyes get used to them. You need to use your g-gift in small doses and gradually build up a resistance to it.” Julius paused to consider his words. “If you don’t take that ring off it could k-kill you.”
“Then get me out of the school,” Conway was hunched over and leaning on his knees, “Cause I’m not taking it off, not while Freddy could be near.”
The bell rang.
“Alright, it’s l-l-lunch time anyways. We’ll just skip the afternoon. G-give me your arm.” Conway put his weight on Julius and they walked out of the bathroom together.
Natasha left class and walked purposefully towards the cafeteria. She wanted to see Freddy and just hoped he would be getting some lunch. She hadn’t seen him all day and hadn’t even heard from him since the day before. It was unlike him. She was starting to think about the worst case scenarios when she noticed two students coming out of the bathroom. One was leaning on the other for support.
“Conway is that you?” she exclaimed.
The boys turned around. Conway took his weight off Julius. He didn’t want to appear weak in front of Natasha. However, it took all his strength not to fall over.
“Are you okay Conway?” she asked even though it was obvious he was not.
“I’m fine, thanks for asking. I’ve just got a headache,” Conway replied and felt a nudge from Julius who was waiting to be introduced.
“Oh, Natasha this is Julius and Julius this is Natasha Smith.” Conway stopped. “What was your last name again?”
“It’s J-Jordan, Julius J-Jordan,” he said in his most charming tone, which really wasn’t very charming at all. He took Natasha’s hand and shook it firmly.
Natasha winced in pain.
“Let go Julius,” Conway whispered out of the corner of his mouth, as Julius would not let go of the handshake.
“S-Sorry,” Julius blushed and stopped.
Natasha turned her attention back towards Conway. “Have you, by any chance, spoken with Freddy today?”
Conway paused remembering his recent fight.
“Not for a couple of days.”
“Did he seem to be acting strange to you?”
“A little,” Conway replied honestly. He hoped Natasha wouldn’t press him.
“I’m worried about him. He is pulling away from everyone.” Natasha sighed. Her eyes started to well up. “Even me. I feel I can’t say anything right around him anymore. Every time I’m with him I seem to put my foot in my big fat mouth.”
Conway didn’t know what to say. He wanted to tell her that Freddy was a jerk and she shouldn’t waste any more time on him, that she could do better, but he didn’t.
“He just lost his father,” Conway said, “I’m sure it has nothing to do with you. I’m sure he just needs time to work through these new feelings and issues.”
“Yes, perhaps.”
“I went through a hard time when my dad died. I didn’t want to talk to anyone. I just needed some time alone. That’s probably what you should do for Freddy. Give him some space.”
“Thanks Conway. Maybe you’re right. Freddy is fortunate to have a friend like you.”
“Yeah,” Conway said with distaste. He suddenly felt very dizzy.
“Well we g-gotta get g-going,” Julius stuttered. He knew he had to get Conway out of the school fast.
“Yes, me too,” Natasha agreed. “It was nice meeting you Julius.”
“You too.”
Natasha walked away towards the cafeteria and Conway stared at her until she was out of sight. Conway suddenly leaned on Julius again. Together the boys headed down the hall towards the rear exit. They finally made their way through the throng of students, out the side doors and walked awkwardly down the steps. Conway was leaning more on Julius and they were going much slower now. They worked their way through the school parking lot. Dozens of cars were pulling out and students were laughing and smiling as it was a warm, sunny day. Conway felt a sudden urge to vomit but was able to hold it back. They managed to cross the busy street and soon were standing in front of a Catholic Church that faced the high school.
Conway had to stop. He leaned against a large maple tree as he could no longer put one foot in front of the other. He was too weak and had to sit down on the ground.
Julius was getting frantic.
“We’ve got to keep m-moving,” he pleaded, “My place isn’t much further. Then you can t-take your ring off.”
But Conway didn’t hear a word Julius said.
“I think I’m gonna... gonna pass... out,” Conway slurred as he felt the world spinning around him. Darkness started to creep into the corner of his eyes. He was trying desperately to maintain consciousness, but it was a losing battle. Finally he succumbed to the darkness and let himself go.
It felt good to give in and just let go.
The castle walls were tall and thick. They seemed to stretch on forever in either direction. Peasants and villagers were rushing in through the last open gate. Panic was in the air; everyone was nervous. Men were boarding up windows, farmers were herding livestock in and women were gathering supplies and consoling their children.
“Hurry up, get inside! There’s not much time!” Conway was standing outside the gate yelling to stragglers making their way in behind the walls. He was draped in heavy armor and chainmail. He had a long sword in one hand and a shield in the other.
Several carts were being pushed into the city. A soldier on horseback galloped into view. Stray animals and supplies were scattered everywhere.
“Sir, the final preparations are nearly complete,” the soldier said, still on his horse. He was dressed in similar armor, but not as ornate as Conway’s. “The men are ready to fight for their homes and to give their lives if necessary.”
“Good, but let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”
A warning bell began to chime.
Conway instinctively looked to his left towards the hills, as did everyone else.
A chill ran through his spine.
In the distance, coming over the hills, a large army was assembling. Even from this distance he could feel vibrations from the soldiers moving as a solitary unit. Thousands of infantry and cavalry began to take their positions a mile outside the city.
“It’s time...” Conway mumbled to himself with a sense of loathing.
“Conway,” a voice called out to him, “Conway wake up.”
Conway opened his eyes. It was just a dream. He tried to sit up, but his head started to spin.
“Take it easy.” Julius put his hand on Conway’s shoulder and held him down.
“How long have I been out?” he mumbled.
“Over seven hours. You were sleeping like a b-baby, well that is until a few minutes ago. Then you started screaming for everyone to g-get inside.” Julius smiled. “Guess you were having a n-nightmare or did you just want everyone inside?”
Conway forced a smile. “Yeah...” He felt groggy. “That was a weird dream. Can I have some water?”
“Sure, I’ll get some from the kitchen.”
Julius left the room and Conway took in his surroundings. He was lying on a single bed in a small bedroom. The walls were blue and draped with posters and shelves. Clothing was scattered across the floor and a lot of clutter was spread across the desk. Pictures of Julius and his family adorned the walls. There was a photo of the boy with his family at Disneyland. It was sitting on the night stand next to the lamp. On the shelves were more photos, a lot of books and some old toys. Conway noticed some collectible Star Wars and GI Joe figurines.
“This must be Julius’ bedroom,” he smiled to himself and then laid his head back on the soft pillow.
He looked at the clock. It was nearly seven thirty. “I’ve got to get home,” he thought.
“Here you go.” Julius had come back with a big glass of cold water, which Conway drank in one gulp.
“I was thirsty.”
“I can see that,” he paused, “How ya f-feeling?”
“Better.” Conway’s pain had dissipated; his head was clear and everything else felt normal, almost too normal.
“What happened? All I can remember was leaving school at lunch time and then everything went blank.”
“You passed out and I didn’t know what to do, so I brought you to my p-place.” Julius looked at Conway thoughtfully. “I nearly took you to the hospital. If you want we can go to the Emergency Room, just to be safe.”
“No I feel fine, I really do. I guess wearing that ring for so long made me exhausted. Must have overworked my system.”
“Yeah, you can’t w-wear it for that long of a s-stretch; not until you’ve built up a resistance to it.”
Conway nodded. “Don’t worry. I won’t make that mistake again.”
There was silence. Both were reflecting on the day’s events. Then Julius piped up.
“Are you up for some news? Cause I’ve got some g-good and some bad to share.”
“Oh man, I don’t know if I can handle anymore bad news. My head already feels like it has been overloaded.”
But by the look on Julius’ face, Conway knew it was important.
“If you must share, then please give me the good news first.”
“Okay, I was hoping you’d say that.” Julius reached into his pocket. “Tada, look at this.”
Julius pulled a ring out and held it up triumphantly.
Panic seared through Conway and he reached immediately for his ring finger. It was naked; his ring was gone.
“Julius, what gives? What are you doing with my ring?”
Julius laughed, Conway did not. “Don’t w-worry. This isn’t your ring,” he smiled. “I put yours in your pocket. It was killing you after all.”
Conway reached into his pocket and could feel his ring. Relief flooded his senses.
“This ring is almost identical to your r-ring. Well in looks anyway,” Julius continued, holding this new ring out for Conway to take. “We can assume that if F-Freddy sees you without the ring on he’ll come after you, but if you wear the real ring all the time you’ll likely die.”
“Ah,” Conway understood. “So when the real ring starts to hurt I just put on the fake ring and nobody will know the difference.”
“Exactly.”
“Julius, you’re a genius.”
“Perhaps,” Julius blushed a little.
Conway put the fake ring on. It was a little tight, but it would do.
“Where did you get it?”
“I went to the mall while you were s-sleeping. But… as I was paying, I heard t-two ladies behind me talking about a story they heard on the radio.”
“What was the story?” Conway asked anxiously.
“This leads me to the b-bad news,” Julius walked over to his computer, turned it on and sat at his desk, “I’ll show you.”
He began typing and found the website he was looking for. It was the homepage of the local news station.
“They post their evening news here as streaming video,” Julius blurted.
He clicked on the link. A small window popped up on his screen and a newscast began to play. Julius put the broadcast into fast forward until he reached the spot he was looking for.
A reporter was just wrapping up a story. “…reports continue to flow in from some of the poorest countries on the planet as countless numbers of people are feared missing. Officials seem at a loss to explain this strange disappearance. Most industrialized nations have not made any official comments to date and seem reluctant to offer any support.”
“This is not the story,” Julius said and then put the broadcast back into fast forward for several more seconds. “Ah here it is,” he said as he clicked the play button once again.
Another reporter began: “At approximately 12:30 pm yesterday afternoon, a mysterious teenager was filmed lifting a car off the ground all by himself. That is to say, he lifted it without the assistance of tools or equipment. What we are about to show you may be shocking. It was filmed by an eye witness of the event using the web camera on his cell phone.”
The images were indeed shocking, especially to Conway, for there he was on film, for the whole world to see, lifting a small car effortlessly off the ground. They played the footage through once in normal speed and then went back and played sequences of it in slow motion, making Conway wish he could crawl under a rock and die.
“How could I have been so careless?” Conway mumbled.
Fortunately, the footage was blurry. It was filmed from quite a distance.
“I doubt they could ID you with that,” Julius said encouragingly.
“Hopefully not but with the crazy technology out there, who knows? They may be able to enhance it or something.”
“Na, that’s just s-stuff you see in the movies.”
“Maybe.”
Neither of them really knew. They just hoped it couldn’t be done.
“The mystery lifter fled the scene when he realized he was being watched. No damage was done to the car, but a historic tree was nearly destroyed,” continued the reporter as the cameras turned to interview people who had witnessed the event.
“It was the coolest thing ever,” a small child said to the camera, “I hope I grow up to be as strong as that!”
“I’ve never seen anything like it. I was scared he was going to turn on us,” a nervous woman was saying, trying to hold back her tears. “He could have hurt somebody.”
“I believe he was an angel, sent down by God to watch over us,” another woman was recounting, “He was so beautiful. I had just prayed for a sign this morning and then this happened this afternoon. Glory be to God.”
The cameras focused their attention on an RCMP Officer. “No charges have been filed on the ‘Lifter’. We just want to ask him some questions.”
“Have you been able to make an identification?” the reporter asked the officer.
“No identification has been made as of yet, but we believe this person is between 16 and 20 years of age. He has brown hair and was wearing a red jacket and jeans. If you have any information on this case please call the RCMP immediately.”
“For CBC news this is Arita Darly.”
The broadcast was over and the two boys looked at each other.
“An angel...” Julius snickered.
“This is serious, man.”
“I’m sorry, but you don’t l-look anything like an angel.”
“Come on, anybody could have been watching that. The last thing I want right now is more attention,” Conway replied and then thought for a moment. “Angel? Nah, but I do have my charms.”
They both laughed.
Assistant Director Merle Dryfus was busy catching up on some paper work when he got the call. He had mistakenly assumed this would be an ordinary day. But he should have learned by now that there is no such thing when serving with the Canadian Secret Intelligent Services. He’d been stationed at the CSIS National Headquarters in Ottawa for over fifteen years now. He started out as an Intelligence Officer and had been recently promoted to Assistant Director of Intelligence. Dryfus was in his early fifties and in reasonably good shape. He was a tall man with graying hair, broad shoulders and a moustache that suited his square face. He had dark eyes that seemingly penetrated anyone he talked to. Many of his co-workers were intimidated by him, but they were also glad he was on their side.
“Sir,” his secretary buzzed through the intercom, “I have a Mr. Hankshine on the line. He says it is urgent.”
“Hankshine, I haven’t heard from him in ages. Just give me a minute Hazel.”
Dryfus turned to his computer which was sitting on a large desk in his comfortable office. He enjoyed being on the top floor of the impressive triangular CSIS National Headquarters building and derived a sense of power watching people scurry about below him.
Dryfus typed away at his keyboard and pulled up Bill Hankshine’s profile. Hankshine, also in his fifties, had worked with Dryfus when they were younger. Hankshine hadn’t been successful in climbing the CSIS ladder, in fact he was still an Intelligence Officer, the same post he’d occupied ten years ago. He never really seemed to fit in at CSIS, but he did have his talents which kept him employed.
“Well, he still works for us.” Dryfus was relieved as he looked at Hankshine’s profile photo. He was quite thin and homely and if this picture was current then he really hadn’t changed much since they’d last seen each other years ago. He picked up the phone. “Bill, it’s been a long time.”
“Seven years to be exact. How’ve you been Merle?”
“Fine, fine.”
“How are Rachel and the kids?” Hankshine asked.
“Well the kids are all grown up and Rachel, well, she passed away a few years ago,” Dryfus replied. “Cancer got the best of her.”
“I’m sorry to hear that Merle.”
“Thanks, did you ever marry?”
“No,” Hankshine replied, “Guess I never found the right woman.”
“Maybe you are the smart one,” Dryfus said dryly. “So what can I do for you?”
“Are you near a computer?”
“Sure am.”
“A story aired today on a local news station that you’re going to want to watch,” Hankshine paused, “It appears a teen was filmed lifting up a car under his own strength,” Hankshine hesitated for dramatic effect, “in Prince Edward Island.”
The hairs on the back of Dryfus’ neck stood up.
“I think we have a gift sighting,” Hankshine finished.
“After nearly ten years?” Dryfus’ brain began to swim. “How sure are you of this?”
“Quite sure. You can watch the footage for yourself. I’ve sent you the link.”
“If you’re right we have to move fast and we can’t make any mistakes this time.”
“Will the Director give us clearance on this project?”
Dryfus considered this for a moment.
“I hope so; however he was pretty clear when he shut us down last time.”
“If he denies the project, will that end it for you?” Hankshine asked.
“No. There are other ways to get this done.”
Natasha was sitting on her bed with her notebook computer opened. She had spent her evening lazing around in her pink PJs chatting with a half a dozen friends online. Her bedroom was quite small and overwhelmingly pink. It was accented with stuffed animals and lots of pillows. Pictures of Freddy were scattered everywhere. It was pretty obvious she was in love.
U r 2 hard on ur self :) meg_mean_876 had posted.
Natasha had been venting to her friends about Freddy. She was telling them how awful a girlfriend she had been lately.
Thx, but I gotta go, she typed.
U should tell him how u feel, came the reply on her screen.
Natasha typed back, Good idea.
She said goodbye to her friends and opened her email. She composed a letter to Freddy.
“Hi Freddy. I was talking with Conway and his new friend Julius today. Conway told me to wish you the best. Anyways, just wanted you to know that I am here for you, but if you need some space and time then that is fine with me. Just don’t cut me out of your life completely. Don’t forget that I love you.”
She re-read the email making sure it conveyed her feelings accurately. When she was satisfied she clicked the Send button.
Words couldn’t convey how deeply she cared for Freddy. They had been dating now for two years and Natasha had loved every moment. When she was with Freddy she felt special and safe. She loved the way he looked at her, but sometimes wondered if she also loved his lifestyle. After all he had a big house, lots of connections and money to go with it.
Nah, she thought to herself. She would still love him even if he lost all that. After all she had fallen for him before she knew he was rich. They had met at a small amusement park in Cavendish. She and her friends had been riding a Swan Boat when the engine had died and they could not get it back to shore. Luckily for them, Freddy came by in a Swan Boat of his own and towed them safely back to shore. She had been a damsel in distress and he had been her knight in shining armor. Love can show up in unusual times and in the least expected places.
From that moment on Freddy and Natasha were inseparable. Their names became synonymous as everyone referred to them as Fred-an-Tash. She even got along with Freddy’s family. Everything had been going so well until Hank’s suicide. Before that awful day they were planning on going away to University together but the last time they talked Freddy was thinking about staying home and taking over the family business.
What business is that? Natasha thought to herself and then heard her cell phone ring.
It was Freddy.
“Freddy, I was just thinking about you.”
“Hey Tash, Conway’s new friend Julius, what was his last name?”
She was taken aback. “I think it was Jordan. Why do you ask?”
“Just as I feared. We need to talk. Tell me everything that happened this afternoon.”
Pam Jordan was hungry and decided to go to the kitchen for a snack. She was a very thin fourteen year old girl with long dark hair. She was about to open the fridge when she heard voices coming from her brother’s bedroom.
“That’s odd,” she said to herself as she walked quietly towards the voices. “I don’t remember hearing anyone coming in.”
“Okay, I’ve got some questions,” one of the voices was saying “How did you get me from the school to your room all by yourself? I’m bigger than you and was unconscious.”
“I had to use my Gift,” Julius replied.
His Gift? Pam thought to herself. The only other person who had talked like that was their late mother. She squeezed in closer so as not to miss anything.
Bump! She had leaned in too close and hit her head against the door.
“Hey, who’s that?” Julius asked and rushed over to open the door. “Pam!” he said with disgust.
“We aren’t allowed to have friends over on a school night, Julius,” Pam replied in her most annoying, sisterly tone, “Not that you’ve ever had a problem with that, cause you don’t have any friends, you loser.” She stuck her tongue out at Julius.
“Oh grow up,” he replied and slammed the door in her face.
“I’m telling Aunt Melinda when she gets home,” Pam yelled and stormed off.
“Go ahead! See if I care,” Julius yelled back and shook his head. “Sorry about that,” he said apologetically to Conway, “That’s my little sister Pam and she’s a big pain in the butt.”
“Don’t worry about it.” There was a pause. “Is it safe to talk?”
Julius checked the door. “Yeah she’s gone.”
“So tell me about your Gift then.”
Julius sat down and pulled out his pocket watch. “This is the Gift of Location. My m-mother left it for me. It can send a person from one place to another anywhere in the w-world. All you need is a photograph of the place you want to go to.”
“Anywhere in the world?” Conway asked excitedly. “How does it work?”
“Well, you take the watch like this and put a p-photo in front of it. The photo has to be placed somewhere between six inches and six feet away otherwise it won’t w-work. Then you simply click this first button.” He was referring to one of two small buttons on top of the watch. The first button had a red tip and the second had a blue one. “After you click it, you’ll be transported instantly to the very spot where that photo was taken.”
“That is so cool.”
“Yeah, I tried it on some paintings and sketches but it didn’t do anything, seems to only w-work with real photos.” Julius looked devilishly at Conway and began flipping through a small homemade booklet lying on his desk. It was the size of a wallet.
“I keep some key photos on me at all times, like a photo of my r-room, the school, hospital, our cottage and other places I may need to get to in a hurry. I just scanned the ph-photos and printed them off in very small form. Then I stapled them into my photo book. Pretty cool eh?”
“Yeah,” Conway was shaking his head in approval.
“I also collect other ph-photos and keep them here in this box.” Julius pulled out a shoe box from a drawer in his desk. “If you like I could show you first hand how it works. We could go to Paris,” he showed Conway a photo of the Eiffel Tower, “Or Egypt,” and held up the Pyramids.
“It works with two people?”
“Sure, it will transport me and anything I’m holding, as long as that thing isn’t attached to the ground.”
“What about your clothes?” Conway asked.
“Yeah don’t worry, you keep them. Otherwise I guess it could be pretty e-embarrassing, eh?”
Conway laughed.
Julius wasn’t used to someone laughing at his jokes, but he liked it.
“What happens when you click the second button on your watch, the one with the blue head?”
Julius sighed. “I don’t really know. M-Mom said it wasn’t good to click it until all the Gifts were t-together.”
“Aren’t you curious though?”
“Of course, we could p-push it and see what h-happens, even though she warned me not to.”
“Gee, I don’t know. I’ve had a lot of excitement already.”
“Probably not a good idea, besides my watch is kinda like your ring; it gives you g-gift sickness when you use it. I threw up the first four or five times, but I don’t get sick much anymore. I just get a headache and f-feel queasy for a while. But luckily it goes away pretty quickly.”
“Then I’ll definitely take a rain check on the transport, because I’m still not feeling a hundred percent,” Conway said. “Besides I gotta get home or else my mom is going to kill me.”
This was only partially true. In fact, Conway wanted to get home to make sure his mom was okay. Most nights she came home so drunk she wouldn’t even notice whether Conway was there or not. He also wanted to watch his video tape somehow.
“Tomorrow then,” Julius said. “We’ll meet after school and put our Gifts to the test. See what they’re capable of.”
“Sounds good. I’ll meet you out front after last bell.”
Conway picked up his kit bag and walked out of Julius’ room. Julius followed behind him. They walked down a set of steps and into the living room. Pam watched them carefully from the kitchen as she ate her sandwich.
Conway opened the front door and stepped outside. He stopped before leaving the house.
“Thanks again Julius. I really owe you one.”
“Hey you s-saved my neck today as well. I think we’re even.”
Conway nearly gave Julius a hug, but didn’t. After all they had only just met.
“Hey do you happen to have a VCR that works?”
“Uh... yeah. Why?”
“Could I borrow it?” Conway asked hopefully.
“Sure. I’ll go get it.”
A few minutes later Julius came back with a VCR and all the necessary cables. They were in a big shopping bag.
“Here it is.” Julius handed Conway the machine.
Conway stowed it carefully under his arm, thanked Julius and started heading for home. He had a twenty minute walk ahead of him but didn’t mind as it was a beautiful night. The stars were out in full force and the breeze was quite warm. Conway strolled down some sidewalks and cut through some properties making his journey quicker.
“What a day,” he thought to himself. “Can this really be happening?”
It felt more like a strange dream than reality. He was in possession of a Gift that made him stronger than any other person on the planet. It didn’t seem possible, but it was true, and he started getting goose bumps just thinking about it. He pulled the ring out of his pocket to examine it before he got home.
How do these Gifts work and who made them? What purpose do they serve? These were just some of the questions he hoped his father’s tape would answer.
He finally arrived home, and was disappointed to see that his mom had not made it back yet.
Probably out having a good time, he thought to himself. So he set up the VCR in their living room, settled down in front of the TV, and inserted his dad’s tape. He had mixed feelings. After all, he might see a face that had died years ago, and it could be the closest thing he would ever get to hearing news from his father ever again.
He picked up the remote control and pressed the play button. The VCR began to purr and then his father popped up on the screen. He was sitting down on an old chair in their basement and was looking directly into the camera obviously nervous and unsure of what to say. He looked different than Conway remembered.
“Hello Conway,” his dad began, “If you’re watching this tape then it means you got your Gift. I truly hope that you made this decision on your own and that you’re good and ready for what lies ahead. I pray they’ll leave you alone, cause everyone wants what you now have. But I cannot predict the future and if you are watching this, then I also know I won’t be around to protect you.”
William Fletcher dropped his head, but then looked back at the camera.
“I want you to understand something. I love you. I did all this for you and your mother. Ah, your mother.” William closed his eyes momentarily. “She hates the ring. She blames it for all our problems. She believes we’re obsessed with these Gifts and she doesn’t like the confrontation they bring. In fact she hates them so much that she made me throw my ring away. At least she thinks I threw it away.” He smiled. “Of course she didn’t realize it was a fake one that I threw off the bridge. So it’s probably better that you don’t tell her you have it, on the other hand perhaps she has grown more understanding with time.”
Conway rolled his eyes. That was never going to happen.
“The ring will give its bearer incredible strength and power, as you may already know. With it you are nearly invincible. Knives can’t hurt you, bullets will bounce off you and punches will feel like gentle taps. However, you still need to breathe, eat and drink. Meaning you can still drown, suffocate, be poisoned or even starve to death. The ring acts like a shield and as an adrenaline booster. You will be able to punch through doors, jump over cars and run as fast as a horse, but if you wear it too long you’ll get sick. You will need to pace yourself. Only wear it for a few hours at a time until your body adjusts.”
That warning’s a little late, Conway thought.
“There are five other gifts as well. The first is the Gift of Wealth and is in the form of an old wallet. Whoever holds this Gift has only to think about a sum of money and open the wallet. That very amount will materialize right inside the bill slot and can be spent right away.
“The second is the Gift of Semblance and this is a locket. Whoever wears this can take on the form of any living thing they choose. All they need is a piece of DNA from the subject they want to become.
“The third is the Gift of Knowledge. This is in a car phone, the kind that is attached to a box which you can carry around. Anyways, it can access any digital data anywhere in the world. No network security can keep it out. You just speak into the handset, ask a question and it will search through every computer to find your answer.
“The fourth is the Gift of Location and it is in the shape of an old pocket watch. This Gift will transport a person and anything they are touching to the very spot a photo was taken.
“The fifth Gift is the Gift of Vision and is a pair of old sunglasses. When you put them on you basically see the true nature of things.
“And the last one is the Gift of Strength and that is the ring I gave you.
“I know this may be overwhelming for you and you may not even believe me or want to hear me out, but I can assure you that this is very real. We got the Gifts basically from one family, the MacEacherns.
“Unfortunately they were a very dysfunctional group. There was a father and six children who did not get along, but he gave the gifts to his kids none the less. That was a big mistake for when he died they all went nuts. They fought, lied and eventually killed each other over these Gifts.
“The last living sister came to us for help. She was alone and terrified. We didn’t really believe her of course, but she gave us convincing proof. As a result of pure luck, we were able to fend off her brother and get back all the gifts. She gave each of us one to guard and to use for the greater good.”
On the TV screen Conway watched as his father sighed and placed a hand on his face. He suddenly looked very tired and stressed.
“We had good intentions believe me, and we thought we were so smart. We made a change to the governing rules of the gifts. We set it up so that each of us would be recognized as a member of the Gifted Group for as long as we lived and that no member of the Group could possess more than one Gift at a time. We even made a condition that if any of us went against a unanimous decision of the group or fought another member of the group the gifts would stop working until reconciliation was made. We figured that this would safe guard us from the mistakes of the MacEachern family.
“We were able to work together for a few years and they were good times. We managed to do a lot of good with our efforts. However, we made mistakes and got noticed and as a result the government came after us. They wanted the Gifts, said it would be better for all if they were in the hands of professionals. This was where things went sour. We couldn’t agree on what to do. We’ve come up with a new vision, but I’m having second thoughts. It will put us on a course of action that I am not comfortable with.
“Anyways I have to do something and may even have to turn to CSIS, but I don’t know what they’ll do to me if I do. There’s only one way to know for sure, but first I’m taking precautions. I’m going to put my ring in a safe place and leave a message for you just in case things go bad. I may have to take desperate measures so I want to be ready.”
“I’m going to talk with CSIS in a few days, even though this goes against the wishes of the group. I have to drive out to them and meet them face to face. It’s the only way I’ll know if their offer of help is sincere.”
“William dinner is ready.” Conway heard his mother yell down to his father through the tape.
“I’ll be up in a minute dear. I’m still looking for those tools,” William yelled back, obviously lying to his wife, and then turned to the camera.
“If my plan doesn’t work and things go badly for me, they’ll likely come after you. So please be careful. Don’t trust anyone. I hate to say that as your father, but be smart and don’t let these Gifts fall into the wrong hands. They have so much potential for good, but even more potential for evil. I love you very much and I want to tell you more, but for now I must stop. I am going to leave all this in the care of my lawyer Stu. I have much more to tell you but it’ll have to wait for another tape.”
William leaned in close, pushed a button and the picture went blank.
Conway ran his hand through his hair, trying to process the information. There was nothing else in the safety deposit box, only the ring and this one tape.
Was there another tape? Did his father get a chance to make it? And more importantly, was his father’s death really an accident? He grew up believing it was but now it seemed a little coincidental that his father died the same day he went to meet the government agents. According to the police report his father’s car had slid off the road and collided with a tree. As a final insult the car had caught fire and torched William’s body beyond recognition. Dental records were needed to confirm his identity.
“CSIS killed my father,” Conway concluded. “My dad wouldn’t give them the ring so they killed him.”
Anger welled up inside him. He needed to watch the tape again. He hit Rewind on the VCR and watched the entire video four more times before heading off to bed.
Thursday morning arrived a little too early for Conway’s liking. He hadn’t slept well the night before so he hit the snooze button a couple of times before finally surrendering to the new day. He climbed out of bed, rubbed his groggy eyes and headed for the kitchen. On the way he found his mother, dressed in her work clothes, passed out on the living room sofa. He didn’t have the heart to wake her so he simply found a blanket and tucked her in. He finished eating some cereal and put his dishes away as quietly as he could. He then started his twenty minute hike to school. Sometimes he could do it a little faster depending on the lights. Most of his journey was along neat sidewalks with old shops, restaurants and houses acting as scenery. Dozens of cars went zipping by him, providing his only company. During his walk he thought about what had gone on lately and pondered over what could possibly happen next. It was kind of scary.
As he neared the front steps of his high school butterflies started twirling in his stomach. Students were filing in all around him and even though none of them seemed to pay special attention to him, he didn’t want to take any chances and so, just to be safe, he slipped on his ring of strength. A rush of adrenaline flowed throughout his body. His mind felt sharper and his muscles were tighter. The sensation felt good. He decided to take Julius’ advice and throughout the day switch between his real ring and the fake one. He hoped this would work to avoid gift sickness. Unfortunately it was a downer every time he took off the real ring. It was like coming off a high and back to mediocrity.
The day moved along quite slowly. Time seemed to stand still during his first two classes but at least they passed without incident.
Conway met Julius for lunch in the school cafeteria. There were dozens of students milling about, but there was no sign of Freddy and for that they were thankful.
“So how was your dad’s tape?” Julius asked anxiously.
“It was very helpful but not as helpful as I would have liked,” Conway answered and then proceeded to tell Julius all about it.
“But enough about me, how’s your day going Julius?” Conway asked as he bit into a slice of pepperoni pizza.
Most of the other tables were crowded with energetic teens, but the boys had a table for eight all to themselves.
“Pretty b-boring so far,” Julius replied with a mouth full of food. “Can’t wait till after school.”
Conway’s face lit up. “Me neither. I’ve been itching to see how your Gift of Location works.”
“All in d-due time my friend. You won’t be d-disappointed. How are you feeling by the way?”
“Well no Gift Sickness today thanks to your little plan of alternating the rings.”
Julius was pretty proud of himself and it showed. He gave a smug smile as he straightened the collar on his green Hawaiian t-shirt.
“So how come I never saw you around before?” Conway asked Julius. “Did you just transfer here lately or something?”
“I’ve been in this school d-district my whole life. Thank you very much!”
“Sorry man, I just haven’t noticed you before, but then again I just started here last year myself.”
“Yeah I know. I noticed you right away, but I’m not surprised that you didn’t notice me,” Julius said sadly.
“Why do you say that?”
“I’ve been keeping track of all the G-Gift Bearers and their families. I knew the Gifts would have to s-start working again sooner or later and I wanted to be p-prepared.”
Just then three boys walked by their table. One of the boys slapped Julius across the back of his head and Julius winced in pain.
“Hello J-J-Julius,” the teen mocked as the other boys laughed, “N-n-nice d-d-day huh?”
Julius dropped his head and stared at his plate, his face turned beet red.
“Leave him alone!” Conway yelled at the boys.
“Just saying h-h-hello,” the boy replied sarcastically as they walked away still laughing.
“Don’t let them get to you,” Conway said reassuringly. “They’re just some dumb jocks.”
“Thanks,” Julius mumbled. “They do that to me all the time.”
Conway felt bad for this poor skinny kid wearing the goofy Hawaiian shirt. “You’ll be out of here pretty soon and they’ll be stuck pumping your gas at some station.”
Julius laughed.
The boys continued to make small talk during lunch. When the break ended they went to their separate classes. Conway walked alone to Physics. His stomach started to turn but this wasn’t Gift Sickness. He was just plain nervous. Physics was the only period he shared with Freddy. He walked tentatively into the room and looked around for his new nemesis but Freddy wasn’t here yet. Conway sat at his usual desk, but didn’t say a word to any of the other students. He was too anxious to see what would happen when his old friend walked into the classroom.
This used to be the class Conway looked forward to the most. He and Freddy would sit at the back and draw funny cartoons of mock super heroes and goofy villains. The challenge was not to laugh too hard nor do anything to draw the attention of Mr. Spencer, their teacher. However this wasn’t much of a challenge; he was pretty oblivious. He was a one way kind of educator; he just lectured and never sought feedback. He would ask dozens of questions during each class but always answered them himself before anyone had a chance to respond.
“Can anyone give me the formula to calculate speed? Anyone? Anyone?” Mr. Spencer would ask and then without hesitation reply, “The distance traveled divided by time.”
Nobody ever had a chance to answer one of his questions. This was actually quite annoying. It would have been better had Conway never noticed this little habit of Mr. Spencer’s, but Freddy made fun of it all the time.
“Does anyone know who’s an annoying teacher?” Freddy would mock in the halls. “Anyone? Anyone? It’s Mr. Spencer.”
Freddy got a laugh every time.
“I bet if nobody showed up for Physics he wouldn’t even notice,” Freddy would say. “He would just lecture to the desks. It’s like he’s on auto pilot up there.”
Freddy and Conway took advantage of Mr. Spencer’s oblivious nature. They tested his limits by experimenting with a little cheating. Before a test the two boys would get together and come up with codes to write on their pencils or erasers. They coded their Physics formulas so that Mr. Spencer would not be able to decipher them if they fell into his hands. The codes could only be translated by someone who knew the key. It took the boys hours to develop and write down the formulas. This actually resulted in subconscious studying. The problem was that when it came to the actual test writing time, Conway was never able to use his cheating tools. Guilt would always overcome him. Of course he never admitted this to Freddy. He figured Freddy would think less of him or something, but his friend didn’t mind cheating at all and as a result always did better than Conway on their tests.
Physics was going to be a lot different now. What would they say to each other when Freddy finally walked into the classroom? Conway sat ready, but the suspense was killing him. Would Freddy attack him again like he did on Monday? Would he bring more goons? Would they start fighting right there in the classroom or would they simply throw icy stares at one another during class? Fortunately Conway never found out, as Freddy didn’t show up.
The lecture began and Conway looked up at the teacher and the notes on the board. Most times, the scribbles on the white board made little sense to the boy. He didn’t understand the subject and never really cared, but today things seemed to be clicking. Conway was able to focus his attention on the information at hand. He opened his text book and began reading, in a matter of minutes he read more than ever possible and best of all he could fully recall it. Things that had once seemed hazy and confusing now made perfect sense. He followed the lecture and completed the assigned questions with no problem whatsoever.
“This is awesome,” Conway whispered to himself as he realized another perk of the ring. Not only was his body stronger, his brain was sharper.
By the end of the day relief flowed over Conway as his confrontation with Freddy had been avoided. He was happy to be free for the rest of the day. After fourth period, he put his stuff in the locker, grabbed his kit bag and found Julius waiting for him outside the school.
“How’d the rest of the day g-go?” Julius asked.
The boys began walking away from the school. Buses and cars were parked out front and students were piling into them. However, no vehicle was waiting for Conway and Julius. They walked home everyday, regardless of the weather.
“Not bad. Didn’t pass out or even get sick,” Conway responded as they strolled lazily along the sidewalk. The grass was starting to turn green after the cold winter. “The ring also makes me smarter. With it my brain seems to fire on all cylinders. Stuff that didn’t make sense before now does, it’s like a fog has been lifted and I can see everything more clearly.”
“Hey that’s good news.”
“Yes sir and best of all Freddy was playing hooky. He wasn’t at school again today.”
Julius smiled. “Maybe he used his G-Gift too much and got a bad case of G-Gift Sickness.”
“Or maybe he died as a result of an overdose.”
They laughed softly.
“What Gift does he have anyways?” Conway asked suddenly curious.
“He has the Gift of F-Fortune.”
“The wallet that gives out unlimited cash?”
“The only one.”
“Wow. That makes sense. Explains how Hank made his fortune and how Freddy was able to offer me so much cash for my ring.”
“Yeah, Hank lost his f-fortune shortly after the G-Gifts stopped working.”
Conway nodded his head.
“So where should we go to practice?” he asked Julius.
“I got to stop at my place to get my extra ph-photos. Then we can literally go anywhere in the w-world.”
They laughed again and headed down the sidewalk. If they hadn’t been so excited they may have noticed a dark sedan following behind them. Inside were two men wearing suits. One was driving and the other was taking notes while peering through binoculars. The sedan followed them stealthily, all the way to the Jordan household.
Julius lived closer to the school than Conway did and he also lived in a nicer subdivision. Melinda and Ken owned a small two story house on Arbour Lane, only a ten minute walk from the school. They had a beautifully manicured lawn filled with colorful flower gardens and thick maple trees. The houses surrounding Julius’ home were well maintained too.
The boys entered through the back door. Conway hadn’t really paid much attention the day before, but now he realized it was quite a cozy home. The place smelled like ginger and was furnished with antiques. Fuzzy stuffed animals sat on shelves, tole paintings hung from the walls and cute little animals were painted on decorative plates that sat on fancy end tables. A glass display case sat in the middle of the hall. In it were dozens of Royal Doultons and other figurines. Knitted blankets were draped across the flowery couches and chairs. Doilies were laid on every table. Even the kitchen was cozy. An old black cast iron wood stove was the center piece. Sweet little plaques with poetry written on them hung from the walls. The kitchen table was draped in a red and white plaid table cloth. Nice wooden chairs surrounded the table and home-made cookies sat in a cute cookie jar on the counter.
“Want anything to d-drink Conway?”
“No, I’m good,” Conway replied as he eyed the cookies.
“Well then I’ll take you to my r-room. It’s upstairs.”
Just as they left the kitchen they noticed Pam walking down the stairs.
“Hey guys, what you up to?” she asked with suspicion.
“Not much, just working on a paper,” Julius lied.
“Really? Aren’t you Conway Fletcher?” Pam asked sternly. “I know because I looked you up in Julius’ yearbook.”
“Ah, well yes I am and you must be Pam,” Conway reached out to shake her hand, but she just turned away. What’s up with Jordans and handshakes? He thought to himself.
“So you’re in grade 12,” Pam continued with her nose in the air, “And Julius, my dear brother, you’re only in grade 11.”
“Your point?” Julius asked flatly.
“What paper could you two possibly be working on together if you aren’t even in the same grade?” she stated emphatically.
Conway looked at Julius who stammered a bit, “Well, you see... um... I... uh... that is we are kind of ah...”
“It’s high school,” Conway interrupted, bailing Julius out. “We can take the same classes from time to time.”
“Really?” Pam said with unbelief.
“And we’re busy so if you’ll excuse us,” Julius grabbed Conway. They walked upstairs, into his room. Julius slammed the door.
“I think your sister knows something is going on.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Julius fumed. “She’s just a little snoop who thinks she knows everything. She’s about to graduate from Junior High so she’s all full of herself.”
“I don’t know what to tell you man, I don’t have any brothers or sisters.”
“Lucky you.” Julius picked up his box of photos and opened it. He pulled out a few of his favourite snapshots. “You’re not missing much.”
“I don’t know,” Conway said sadly, “I always wanted a brother or a sister. I think it would be cool.”
Julius rolled his eyes, “It is way over-rated let me tell you. They’re nothing but a headache. Anyways, we should get started. We don’t have a whole lot of time.”
“Noticed you don’t stutter around her.”
Julius turned a deep shade of red.
“Sorry, didn’t mean to be rude. It was just an observation.”
“I don’t s-stutter around p-people I’ve k-known for a long time.”
“I see, didn’t realize it was a sore spot.”
“It sucks. I h-h-hate it. Wish I didn’t s-stutter at all, but I have all my life.” Julius dropped his head.
“It’s not that bad,” Conway said but Julius didn’t respond. Conway desperately wanted to change the subject. “Yesterday, did you say something about Paris?”
Julius’ smile slowly returned, “Yes I did.” He pulled out a photo of the Eiffel Tower and held it up for Conway to see. “Wanna go?”
Conway nodded his head, “I would love to; was thinking about it all day.”
“Okay then let’s get g-going. Do you have everything you need?”
“I guess so,” Conway paused, “What would I need anyways?”
Julius thought hard. “Nothing, I guess, just yourself and your ring.”
“Well then I’m good, let’s give this a try.”
“Okay, hold on to me.” Conway stepped closer to Julius and the boys looped arms. Conway breathed deeply. He felt a little silly standing in another guy’s room holding arms like this.
“Will it hurt?” Conway asked nervously.
“You’ll find out in a second,” Julius smiled. He pointed his pocket watch at the photo of the Eiffel Tower and then clicked the red button.
There were no bright lights or loud sounds of any kind. It was nothing like being transported in Star Trek or touching a Portkey in Harry Potter. Simply put, the boys instantly and silently disappeared from Julius’ room and suddenly reappeared in front of the Eiffel Tower.
Conway opened his eyes slowly as they adjusted to the darkness; it had been sunny back in Canada but was nighttime here in France. His nostrils flared as strange aromas wafted about and his ears were overwhelmed with new sounds. He suddenly felt his stomach turn. He keeled over and vomited on the walkway.
“You’ll get over it in a few minutes,” Julius tried to sound encouraging. He breathed deeply, taking in the city’s smell. “Forgot about the time change,” he mumbled. “It’s nearly nine pm here.”
The boys found themselves standing in front of the main entrance to the tower, exactly where the photographer was standing when he took the photo Julius had used. The tower was brightly illuminated by dozens of flood lights and the half moon.
Julius looked around and noticed a couple of tourists giving them dirty looks. Must have thought they were drunken hooligans as Conway was still puking on the walkway. Another tourist was staring at them with bewilderment written all over his face.
“Comment êtes-vous arrivés ici?” the man asked in French, “C’est impossible!”
“Non français,” Julius replied awkwardly and walked away, motioning for Conway to do the same.
“Did he see us appear?” Conway whispered anxiously.
“Even if he d-did, he wouldn’t really b-believe his own eyes. I mean, would you?”
“Guess not, but this is kind of risky.” Conway’s stomach was starting to feel better.
“Never transported to such a p-public p-place before,” Julius looked around, nobody else was paying any attention to them, “But I think we g-got away with it.”
“Next time we’ll be smarter.”
The boys relaxed a bit. Though it was getting late everything was still open. The night air was warm and the sky was full of stars. Colourful lights lined the Seine River making a well-lit water way for the small pleasure boats that floated lazily along the river. Dozens of people were admiring the Eiffel Tower. It looked beautiful in the moon light. The sound of impatient traffic filled the air slightly disturbing the effect.
“The Eiffel Tower is way bigger in real life,” Conway said as he craned his neck trying to see the top of it.
“And way cooler too. Want to go up?”
“We don’t have any French money.”
“You mean Euros,” Julius corrected, “But you’re right. Not going to be able t-to do much here without money, are we?”
“Well, we can still take in the sights. Let’s go over that bridge and see where it leads.”
Conway pointed to the Pont d’Iena, a well known French landmark. They carefully navigated their way across the intersection, through busy traffic and onto the bridge. They strolled across it while watching and listening to the other tourists.
“I like Paris.” Conway smiled as they walked towards the gardens and courtyard of the Palais de Chaillot.
They stopped to admire the huge fountains and couldn’t help but be impressed with the fantastic lighting of the timeless structure. Conway was completely overwhelmed with excitement. He had never been outside of Canada before. This was his first trip overseas and best of all it hadn’t cost him one red cent. His mom would love this.
A lot of people were walking around them, speaking French or other languages Julius and Conway could not understand. Some were studying maps while others walked confidently, knowing exactly where they were headed.
Young couples could be seen sneaking kisses and holding hands, older folks were snapping photos and reading each plaque and sign along the way. Conway wished they had some money to spend. He would have enjoyed taking a bus tour of the city or buying a drink at a quaint café. However they would have to be satisfied with looking. After two hours of sightseeing they sat on an empty bench and took in the lights of Paris. The moon was causing the river to sparkle. It was a picture perfect moment.
“Some day we should take our girlfriends here, eh Julius?” Conway joked.
“Yeah, like I’ll ever have a girlfriend.”
“Come on man, you’re too hard on yourself,” Conway said sincerely. “You’ve got a lot of qualities a girl would go for.”
“Whatever. Girls don’t like guys like me. They like guys like you, the s-strong silent type.”
Conway laughed. “If that’s true then I’ll never get hooked up cause I ain’t strong or silent.”
“You sure seemed to like that Natasha chick,” Julius remarked sheepishly.
Conway didn’t respond right away. He looked at the river and his thoughts drifted towards her.
“I’ve liked her from the moment I first met her. Freddy introduced us and it has been so hard for me ever since. She is so beautiful and wonderful. When I’m around her I feel lightheaded and can hardly speak. I would give anything to be with her, but she is with Freddy so what can I do?”
“Man, that’s got to be tough,” Julius said softly.
“Yeah, I’ve never told anyone how I feel about her. I’ve tried to find someone else you know, but they never stack up when I compare them to Natasha.”
“The poor girl though...”
“What do you mean?”
“She p-probably doesn’t know what a slime ball Freddy really is.” Julius leaned back on the bench. “When she sees his true colors she’ll come r-running to you.”
Conway laughed and then looked at his watch. “Man, check out the time. We should probably get going.”
“Right, we still g-gotta see what your ring can do,” Julius replied. “But we will definitely need to find a more remote location.”
“Do you have a place in mind?”
“I brought this picture with me.” Julius held up a photo of some woods he had taken off the internet.
“Where’s that?” Conway asked.
“Not sure exactly. F-Figure it’s in northern Canada, and it looks re-remote enough,” Julius shrugged his shoulders.
“How do you know we won’t transport into a tree or something?” Conway asked nervously.
“I guess we don’t know for sure, but the p-photographer had to be standing free of obstacles to take the picture. Remember we will appear wherever the c-camera was set when taking this photo.”
The boys stood up and Conway started breathing heavily.
“I don’t want to throw up again,” he said as they linked arms.
“Sorry, but you p-probably will…”
“Goodbye Paris,” Conway whispered as he closed his eyes.
When he opened them a moment later he saw nothing but big trees, blue skies and bright sunshine. The boys had successfully transported to the northern forest of Canada. Seconds ago they were standing on pavement and now nothing but pine needles were beneath their feet. Conway had to squint until his eyes adjusted to the brightness. It was a lot cooler here, the air smelled fresh and the only sounds were birds chirping and the rustling of leaves. The noises of traffic and people were long gone.
Conway’s stomach hurt again and he winced in pain. He did his best not to vomit but it was a lost cause. He started throwing up what little he had left in his stomach.
Julius smiled. He was proud of not being sick. His head hurt though, but he wouldn’t admit it.
“That thing packs a punch,” Conway said as he wiped his mouth, “I could sure use a tooth brush.”
“Sorry can’t h-help you with that, but there’s a b-brook over there. The water is likely fresh as there is nothing around for m-miles.”
They both took a drink from the stream and took in the view. Mountains could be seen in the distance while nothing but trees, shrubs and rocks surrounded them up close.
“Let’s see what that r-ring can do,” Julius said anxiously as he stood up.
“Alright, watch this.” Conway slipped on his ring. He felt the familiar surge of power course through his veins. He turned to a tree and punched a hole straight through it.
“I like that,” Julius said with a big smile.
“I can also do this.” Conway wrapped his arms around another, smaller tree and pulled it right out of the ground, roots and all. He threw it with ease over twenty feet away.
“Woo hoo!”
He then picked up a large rock, one that would have been too heavy for ten men to lift, and threw it effortlessly. He looked at another large boulder and kicked it. The boulder split in two and then crumbled.
“Awesome!”
“I’m just getting warmed up,” he said to Julius. After all, Conway hadn’t even broken a sweat.
“What about defense?”
“Hit me with something.”
“I don’t know.”
“Oh go ahead. It’s not going to hurt me.”
Julius picked up a rock, aimed carefully and threw it as hard as he could. Conway didn’t move and it hit him square on the forehead. Conway fell to the ground, yelling out in pain.
“Oh, man I’m so s-sorry... I didn’t m-mean it,” Julius whimpered as he rushed over to help his fallen friend.
Conway rolled over laughing.
“You bone-head,” Julius retorted.
“You should have seen the look on your face,” Conway wheezed.
“You’re not hurt?”
Conway stood up, still laughing, “Na, hardly felt it.”
“Can you feel this?” Julius smashed a branch across Conway’s stomach. The branch broke in two.
“Nope, felt like a pillow.”
“How about this then?” Julius took part of the broken branch and speared it into his mid section.
Conway didn’t feel a thing, nor was he injured by any of this. “Hey that’s a low blow” he said mockingly.
“Wow, I’m impressed.”
“It also makes me pretty fast.” Conway took off at top speed running faster than most animals living in these woods could. He ran a few laps around Julius kicking up dirt and pine needles. Suddenly he stopped.
Julius applauded in appreciation.
“Thank you,” Conway took a bow, “But that’s pretty much it. I was thinking of taking karate or something. I figure with some training I could be pretty deadly.” Conway made some slashing motions with his hands and did his best impression of a deadly karate kick.
“You would be dangerous, but regardless I would hate to fight you even without t-training.”
“Yeah but you’re just a wimp,” Conway mocked again and they both laughed.
Conway smashed a few more rocks, pushed down some more trees and jumped off a few cliffs. After that the boys seemed satisfied and agreed it was time to head home.
“We should do this on a regular basis,” Conway said as he got ready for transport.
“What do mean?”
“Travel. Let’s go somewhere cool for lunch tomorrow.”
“Yeah, sure I’m game. Where would you like to eat?”
“Hmm…” Conway pondered. “How about Thailand? Let’s have lunch on the beach. I hear it’s beautiful.”
Julius nodded while thinking. “Lunch in Thailand eh? Peanut butter and j-jam would taste delicious on the beach.”
“Tomorrow then.”
They linked arms and transported back to Julius’ room. It felt so dull and ordinary now. Conway nearly vomited again, but was able to hold it back.
“Ah you’re getting the hang of it,” Julius said encouragingly
“Not sure I’d say that, I feel completely dizzy,” but he could already feel his dizziness subsiding. “I gotta get home.”
Conway said goodbye and started the walk back to his house.
“I should have gotten Julius to transport me to my place,” he thought to himself as he neared his place, “I guess I’ll have to get a picture of my room for Julius to use.”
It was well past supper when he walked nervously in through the back door. His mother was sitting at the dinner table with her arms folded. He knew, even before she said anything, that something was wrong.
“Where have you been young man?” she asked sharply.
“Is something wrong?” he asked.
“Something wrong? Is something wrong?” she replied sarcastically, “Oh I don’t know, I guess this would be something wrong.” She handed him an envelope that had already been ripped opened.
He pulled out a letter and a big wad of cash.
“Uh, oh.”
Back at the Jordan household, a very similar conversation was taking place.
“What were you guys doing this evening?” Pam attacked Julius with questions shortly after Conway left, “You weren’t in your room and I know you didn’t leave the house.”
“Why do you care? We went out for a while. Big deal, we went down to the store.”
“Yeah right, I didn’t hear you leave.”
“Oh right, you’re so wonderful that you couldn’t possibly miss anything?” Julius said sarcastically, “Well I’m sorry but you did.”
He tried to walk away.
“Liar, I heard you guys talking, and then it went quiet so I checked your bedroom. You weren’t there and there is no way you could walk by my room and down the stairs without me hearing.”
“Fine, if you have to know. We went out my window.”
“Why? How? Oh, you’re such a bad liar.” She wagged her finger at him. “I don’t know what you are up to, but I’m going to find out.”
“Don’t point that thing at me,” he grabbed her finger. She was starting to push back when they heard Aunt Melinda call out from the kitchen.
“Julius, can you come here for a minute?”
Pam and Julius exchanged nasty looks as they walked towards the kitchen.
“She said Julius, not Pam, Miss perfect hearing,” he taunted.
“Be quiet, I can go anywhere I want.”
Aunt Melinda was standing by the sink, reading a letter. It was obvious that she was confused. Perhaps it had something to do with the cash sticking out of an envelope on the counter.
“Do you know anything about this?” Aunt Melinda asked as she handed Julius the letter. Pam tried to read it too, but Julius’ pulled it away.
Dear Ken and Melinda,
My name is Freddy and I am an avid antique collector. I believe your sister, Cassandra, was in possession of an old pocket watch that I am very interested in. She may have given it to you or to one of her children as a gift. This watch is part of a collection that holds sentimental value to me and my late father. I am willing to pay a fair price for it. I would love to discuss this matter in more detail with you at a date of your choosing. Enclosed is $2,500 to show how serious I am. Please keep this with no strings attached. It is my way of saying thank you for considering my offer. Please reply as soon as possible.
Sincerely, Freddy McInnis
“This is a letter from Freddy and he wants your father’s ring,” Shirley was explaining to Conway back at the Fletcher household. “Do you know anything about that wretched thing?”
Your mother hates the ring. She blames it for all our problems. Conway could hear his father’s words. Deny if you can.
“No, I don’t mom. Was it valuable or something?” Conway tried to sound as nonchalant as possible. He hated lying to his mother, but it seemed safer than the truth.
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