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Chapter One



Marymount Manhattan is a small cosy college on the East Side of New York. It was a women’s college at one time. It’s not now of course because I wouldn’t be here. And I like being here. The girls are pretty and the teachers are pretty cool. And I tend to enjoy my classes now that I can choose what subjects I take. But they’re finished for today and so I’m writing in the library. I’m writing a story in the greatest city in the world. But my story does not begin here. It begins in the wonderful city of Winnipeg, or rather the prairies of that city. A land so flat you can watch your dog run away for three days.


I was almost thirteen years old at the time. An unlucky number in some people’s minds but I wouldn’t have to wait until thirteen for bad luck. It was already on its way. I could sense it coming on that summer’s evening standing outside our farmhouse. I was watching the Rat dribble a soccer ball in and out of the orange cones. When she came to the end of the cones she would blast the ball into the goal my father had bought her from town. Then she would collect the ball from the back of the net and start over.


The Rat was happy when she played soccer, but I wasn’t happy with the Rat. Only a few days to go before the summer vacation and she had spoiled it already. ‘I think Dad’s going to die soon.’ That’s what she had said on the way home from school, as calmly as if she had asked you to pass her the milk. So I suppose I never sensed there was bad luck coming, I was told.


You may think it was just the ramblings of a ten-year-old, but the Rat was strange. She said things that came true, like the time our dog ran away. I threw him a ball and he ran after it. ‘You’ll never see that dog again,’ said the Rat. He ran past the ball and carried on going. He ran off into the sunset, a little trail of dust kicking up behind him. We watched until he was out of sight and I never saw him again. ‘He wasn’t happy here,’ said the Rat. ‘Don’t take it personally.’


Or what about the time she woke me up in the middle of the night to tell me that something bad had happened to Felicia. Felicia was the Rat’s best friend; they went everywhere together. But when her parents split up Felicia moved back to Chicago. ‘You’ve had a bad dream,’ I told her. ‘Go back to bed.’ The Rat was always having dreams, good and bad, and although she had the biggest dream-catcher in Canada they still got through. But the next day at school we found out that Felicia had been murdered. A madman had strangled her to death. The Rat was devastated. Me too. She was a really nice kid. The Rat brooded over it for days. ‘Maybe the Windigo got her,’ she said.


The Windigo was a monster from Native legend. It was a giant that lived in the forest. It had blood-red eyes and claws for hands, and it preyed on little children to satisfy its insatiable lust for human flesh. And the Rat was very fond of it.


That’s when Dad sat her down and told her that there were monsters that hurt children, but these monsters were human and they were called paedophiles. The Rat developed an instant hatred for paedophiles and she searched for them in every nook and cranny of her life.


‘Hey Bob. You wanna play soccer?’ shouted the Rat.


I ignored her.


‘I’m going in then,’ she said.


That was the Rat for you: Dad’s going to die and I’m going in.


I looked straight ahead and turned 360 degrees. All you could see was sky. Winnipeg really was flat, but there was beauty in the flatness, especially when the sun set. You could watch the whole thing sink into the horizon, which I did before following her inside. The mosquitoes would be out soon. Winnipeg mosquitoes are as vicious as they come. There’s no need for mosquitoes to exist as far as I’m concerned and I’m always getting bit. Unlike the Rat who seemed to be immune.


When I entered the living room she was dancing in front of the television to the latest thing in rap: the Iceman. She had her baseball cap turned around and she was shaking her nonexistent butt in time to the music. The Iceman cursed and swore when he rapped, but the Rat never swore because Dad didn’t like it. She beeped instead.


I blew his beeping head off and beeped his beeping Ho,


And all his beeping crew has no place to go,


Tomorrow I’ll hunt them down and you will see,


That any mother-beeper that beeps with me,


Will be buried in the same beeping grave!’


The Rat beeped a lot when she listened to the Iceman.


‘Supper’s ready,’ said Dad entering with a tray. He was already kind of soused. Normally he never started drinking until we were in bed, or close to it, but tonight he had started early. But he was a good dad; he’d do anything for us. And, drunk or sober, he was a great cook. I suppose he picked it up from Mom. She died in a car crash when I was a kid. I don’t remember much about her except she was French. Winnipeg has an old French community, but she wasn’t Winnipeg French, she was proper French from France. And her father was a famous Parisian chef. Whatever way it happened, Dad could cook, and tonight was his French onion soup and olive bread, which he baked himself. I looked at him as he handed me the bowl. There were no signs of death about him, no signs of sickness for that matter.


The Rat switched off the TV and dropped down on the couch. ‘Soup, my good man, when you are ready.’ she said speaking like an aristocrat.


‘Of course, my lady,’ said Dad, putting a napkin over his arm.


‘These days one must be careful whom one talks to,’ said the Rat. ‘The muck one meets at the mall are quite despicable.’


The Rat could do various accents. But this one, her aristocratic English accent, was her best. She sounded like a snob with the BBC. She could do other accents too. Her Irish accent was quite good and so was her Southern drawl. But her Indian and Jamaican accents sounded the same, and her Russian accent sounded like Dracula with a cold.


‘Would my lady like bread?’


‘Bread, yes, one must have bread. Let the peasants eat cake.’


‘Anything else, my lady?’


‘That’s all, babe, take the rest of the night off.’


‘Marie Claire! You can’t call the help babe!’ Dad slumped down next to her. ‘A lady would never speak to her butler in that casual manner. How do you expect to make your fame and fortune on the silver screen with slip-ups like that?’


Oh yeah, the Rat wanted to be an actress.


‘Sorry, Dad,’ said the Rat.


‘So you should be. Now eat your soup, there’s a good girl.’


When she had finished the Rat walked up and down with a book on her head. ‘Ms Mountshaft said a book is good for balance. She said it helps posture as well.’


That’s all you got out of the Rat some days. Ms Mountshaft said this and Ms Mountshaft said that. Ms Mountshaft was in charge of Drama and English, the Queen’s English as she called it. And with the Rat wanting to be an actress they got on like beavers building a dam. Ms Mountshaft was from England and she spoke all hoity-toity like she had Prince Charles and the lads round on a regular basis. The Rat would mind her Ps and Qs when talking to old Fergy Mountshaft. She would even straighten her back and elevate her chin like a little English princess.


‘Being Ms Mountshaft’s protégée is very prestigious,’ said the Rat in aristocracy. ‘She could have chosen anyone to star in the school play, but she chose me. And I alone will go to the world-famous Winnipeg Ballet this summer. I could be on the brink of brilliance.’


‘Well, Ms Mountshaft is a very intelligent woman,’ said the Old Man.


‘Well spoken, Father!’ said the Rat. ‘It’s a matter of breeding, you see. And you played your part in my upbringing: good taste and what not.’


But then the Iceman came on MTV and the Rat’s good taste went out the window. She dropped the book, turned up the sound, and started beeping all over the place.


‘Don’t let Ms Mountshaft catch you beeping like that,’ I told her. But she ignored me.


When the rap was over the Rat read to Dad from the paper. She was a good reader. She would read various articles and then they’d discuss them, commenting on the ongoing wars or famines or the names of the latest hurricanes and whether they liked them or not. Then the Rat pondered over the paper a while longer. ‘All these wars. Why don’t the people who want war go fight with each other and leave the rest of us to live in peace.’ The Rat was big on world events. ‘The world should be more like Winnipeg,’ said the Rat. ‘Winnipeg is the way the world is meant to be.’


She would often turn into little Miss Winnipeg when she read the paper. Although some of the kids in school said we weren’t real Winnipeggers and that we were just prairie kids. But I was born in the St Boniface General Hospital in downtown Winnipeg, so I was as much a Winnipegger as anyone. Unlike the Rat. She was born on the Broken Head Reservation. My mother was visiting her friend Mary White Cloud when she was caught off-guard. And, being born on First Nation’s land, the Rat was given a Native name. They meant to call her Wazhushk, which means Muskrat. But somehow things got turned around and she ended up being called Wazhashnoons, which means Little Rat. And if that doesn’t make her enough of a Rat she was born in the Chinese Year of the Rat. The Chinese are a clever people. She wouldn’t have been born under that star sign if there was no Rat in her. And anyway, it’s on her birth certificate. So, old Marie Claire Wazhashnoons DeBillier will be a little Rat for ever.


Although I have to admit she doesn’t look like a Rat. She has blue eyes that are large and clear like a Japanese cartoon and her face, while being far from cute, has nothing rattish about it. But her ears are pointy and she does have mousy-blonde hair, so there’s definitely some Rat in her. And, as I’ve found out on more than one occasion, her teeth are as sharp as a rat’s.


‘Forget about it, Marie Claire,’ said Dad pouring himself a drink. ‘Guess what I’ve got for the evening’s entertainment? Only the original King Kong.’


‘Great,’ said the Rat.


The Old Man and the Rat were regular movie buffs. They watched movies nearly every night of the week. They’d watch anything. They watched black and white movies and movies with subtitles. They even watched silent movies with slapstick comedy and a piano blazing away in the background.


I was into poetry myself. Someone had to have a little culture and that chore fell to me. I was just about to go up and get started on my new book when dramatic music blasted around the living room. Dad turned off the lights and as it felt cosy on the couch I decided to give King Kong ten minutes of my time, even if it was in black and white. Well, I ended up watching it right through to the end. And I don’t mind saying I felt more than a little emotional when they shot him down.


Dad went outside when the movie had finished, and we followed him. He walked away from the house-lights and, taking a drink, he stared up at the starry sky. ‘If you ever have trouble believing in heaven, kids, just look at the stars and you’ll see it for yourself.’


Me and the Rat stared up at them.


‘If people looked at the stars more often they’d see how big the universe is and how small we are in it, and then their troubles wouldn’t seem so large … Anyway, it’s getting late. You kids better hit the hay.’


‘See you in the morning, Dad,’ said the Rat.


‘Good night, Dad,’ I said. And, kissing him good night, we climbed the stairs.


‘’ Twas beauty killed the beast,’ said the Rat. ‘The beast was killed by beauty. Beauty and the beast killed Bob … Hey, Bob, you know what I don’t understand? If they built a wall to keep King Kong out, how come they built a gate to let him in?’


‘You think too much,’ I told her. I still wasn’t speaking to her, not really.


I went in my room, got into bed, and opened my book. I hadn’t been reading for more than ten minutes when the Rat knocked on my door. She sat on the bed waiting for me to put the book down. I never stopped reading but I could feel her eyes burrowing through the paperback. ‘What?’ I asked.


‘Nothing.’


‘You should be ashamed after what you said!’


‘I don’t want him to die. I just think he will.’


She could get on my nerves sometimes. ‘You’re just a dumb kid! What do you know?’ But any time I shouted at her I felt guilty and then I felt sorry for her. The Rat could do that. She could get you feeling sorry for her. She was quite manipulative in that way. ‘He’s not even sixty,’ I said. ‘He’s got years to go.’


‘I’d do anything for my dear Papa,’ she said in aristocracy. ‘I love him dearly.’


‘Stop talking like that,’ I told her. But she did love him and she would do anything for him.


Not so long back, Dad got beat up. He got drunk and played poker in some bar with this white-trash called Pluto. The next day Pluto came to the house and demanded that Dad pay him the $10,000 he’d lost. Dad never had the money and he wouldn’t have paid him if he did, and so Pluto beat him up. Dad’s kind of skinny. He’d never stand a chance against a brute like Pluto. And the way I heard it Pluto tricked Dad by telling him they weren’t playing for real stakes. When we got home from school Dad told us he’d fallen down the stairs. He tried to make light of it, but I could see his pride was hurt.


When I found out what really happened I told the Rat and she went ballistic. She ran around the house slamming doors and shouting in French. The Rat always spoke French when she was angry, she thought it was more dramatic.


‘I’m gonna take care of that creep!’ she said. And she said it in such a bitter tone I half believed her.


‘What are you going to do?’ I asked.


‘I don’t know but he’ll never hit my father again!’


Well, the next day we’re cycling to school and we pass by the Pluto place. And there he was sitting on his porch, all the junk of a scrap yard decorating his lawn.


‘Tell your pa I want my money,’ he shouted. ‘And he’ll pay me if he knows what’s good for him.’


The Rat stopped her bike. ‘And you’d stay away from my father if you knew what was good for you!’


Well, that pig Pluto was up and off his porch. ‘What did you say?’


‘Come on. Let’s go!’ I said.


But the Rat put her bike on the ground and folded her arms. ‘You heard me.’


Pluto stopped in front of her and lowered the top half of his body like an ogre from a bedtime story. ‘Listen, little girl. If I don’t get my money, there’ll be trouble.’


I hated that Pluto for hitting Dad. But I was so scared I was on the verge of apologizing for her. But the Rat put her hands on her hips, looked up into that big ugly face, and said, ‘If you go near my father again, I’ll go to the cops and tell them you put your hand up my dress.’


I near fell off the goddamn bike!


‘That’s not true!’ said Pluto taking a step back.


‘So what!’ said the Rat taking a step forward. ‘Who are the cops going to believe? Me or an ex-con like you?’


Pluto began to walk backwards.


‘And you know what happens to paedophiles in prison, don’t you? They’ll put a dress on you and they’ll all have a dance!’


Pluto ran for his front door. ‘You lying little witch! You stay away from me!’


‘Go on, you goddamn paedophile! You big white-trash bully! You’re gonna get yours! You’re not getting away with hitting my dad!’ When Pluto’s front door banged shut she picked up her bike. ‘I’m gonna make a doll of that beeping pig and stick pins in it!’ I was kind of speechless so I never said anything. But then the anger left her face and she smiled. ‘Told you I’d take care of him.’ Then she rode away like nothing had happened.


When I tell you the Rat could be scary I’m not even joking. As for Pluto, he must have gone in his house, packed a suitcase, and dropped off the edge of the world because he was never seen again.


‘What do you think happened to that creep Pluto?’ I asked.


‘Maybe the Windigo got him,’ said the Rat.


‘You got him more likely.’


‘Ah beep him. He hit my dad. Goddamn paedophile!’


‘Just because he hit Dad that doesn’t make him a paedophile.’


‘Yeah, well, he looks like one.’


‘You can’t tell what they look like.’


The Rat gave me her scary kid look. ‘Sure I can, Bob. They can’t hide from me.’


I never said anything then. She was starting to freak me out.


‘And even if that creep Pluto wasn’t a goddamn paedophile he hit my dad. And so that puts him down there with them.’


The Rat could be stubborn at times and she could be really irritating, but she was right. Anybody who hit our dad was a goddamn paedophile. And that’s all there was to it.





Chapter Two



The next morning I awoke to the one and only Frank Sinatra singing ‘Mack the Knife’, accompanied by my dad of course. Dad’s a big Sinatra fan and that’s how he got us up in the morning. There was no shouting up the stairs or banging on doors. There was only Frank singing as loud as the system would let him. And no matter how much Dad drank the night before, no matter how late he went to bed, he always got up on schooldays to cook us breakfast. He must have been really soused last night because today was Saturday.


The Rat rolled her eyes on her way to the bathroom and I trotted downstairs to tell the Old Man he could go back to bed.


‘Dad, it’s Saturday,’ I shouted.


‘And a beautiful Saturday it is too,’ he shouted back.


I was annoyed over being woken so early, and for no reason! But the smell of Dad’s blueberry pancakes wafted around the kitchen and since I was out of bed anyway I took a seat and waited to be served. Dad came towards me doing this shifty little dance as if to imitate old Mack the Knife himself. You could never stay mad with the Old Man, he was too nice, but I could see where the Rat got her craziness from. Then she came in and sat herself down at the table. ‘It’s Saturday, Dad.’


‘I know it’s Saturday,’ said Dad slapping a wad of cash on the table. ‘I want you kids to go to town and treat yourselves.’


It was the surplus from the Old Man’s welfare cheque. You see, Dad used to be a farmer and quite often the government would subsidize him not to grow certain things. Now they gave him a welfare cheque, which was like subsidizing him not to grow anything at all, which he didn’t, not unless you count the secret garden. It was just a few acres where he grew fruit and vegetables. He sold them around town or at the side of the road, did pretty good at it too. And so he didn’t really need the welfare money. But rather than going to all the trouble of giving it back to the government, who probably didn’t need it either, he gave it to us kids. I have to say that me and the Rat lived pretty well on welfare.


‘Try buying some clothes this time,’ said the Old Man sliding the pancakes on to the table. ‘I don’t want people calling my kids white-trash.’


The Rat mouthed the word cellphone; she’d been after one for some time.


‘We’ll never be white-trash,’ said the Rat dividing the money. ‘We don’t curse or swear and we’re far too sophisticated.’


‘Of course. What was I thinking?’ said Dad. ‘Well, you kids eat up and head to town.’


He never had to tell us twice. We swallowed breakfast, showered, and we were outside on our BMXs before the sun had a chance to turn yellow.


The Old Man came out to see us off. ‘Look after your sister, Bob.’


‘I will,’ I said riding away.


‘Try and be back for lunch. And watch out for the paedophiles.’


‘If I find any, I’ll let you know,’ shouted the Rat over her shoulder.


The Old Man was always telling us to watch out for paedophiles. But I don’t think there were any in Winnipeg, not as far as I know. But the Rat was always on the lookout for them. She’s a little strange, like I say.


We rode off our land and on to the dirt road that ran to the train tracks. Far in the distance a four-by-four cut a trail of dust across the horizon, and way beyond that we could see the trees that grew along the riverbank. We passed various fields, brown with wheat or yellow with sunflowers, and then we bumped over the train tracks, which marked the halfway point between our farm and the river. From then on the road turned to tarmac and we covered the same distance in half the time.


The sun was golden when we reached the trees. Its rays were warm and mild for now but later it would dry the ground to a crisp. Believe me, Winnipeg’s as hot as the Sahara in the summertime.


Dismounting our bikes, we made our way down the slope to the river and our beloved Marlin. It was a long lightweight canoe with a square back and an outboard motor, and it went like the wind. But we never used the motor on the weekend; we paddled downriver to save fuel. I positioned the bikes in the boat, the Rat cast off, and we pushed ourselves away from the bank.


I like the morning time; it’s special, but it’s made more special by the river. The Assiniboine River was our Amazon. It even looked like it in parts with tall trees blocking out the sun and bright beams of light blasting through for the butterflies to play in. The silence was broken every now and again by the shrieking of an almost exotic bird or the swish of a catfish’s tail. Apart from that there was only the rippling of the oars.


Not wanting to disturb the tranquillity I paddled smoothly. But then the Rat sang ‘La Vie en Rose’ as loud as she could, in French, her voice echoing around the river. All of a sudden the butterflies left, the birds flew away, and the catfish sank to the riverbed. I turned to see her small face straining with the notes, but I said nothing. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. Every time we paddled downriver she sang that same damn song, and what got me was that the Rat knew the words to every song ever written. She was only doing it to wind me up. And she was worse when she was with the Old Man. They both fancied themselves as a couple of crooners and doubled up every chance they got. The Rat, the Old Man, and Frank Sinatra, it was as much as a twelve-year-old boy could take.


She didn’t stop singing until we reached the Forks. The Forks is the place where the Assiniboine and Red Rivers meet. If the Assiniboine was our Amazon, the Red River was our Mississippi. Later it would bustle with paddle-steamers, water-taxis, and tourists strolling along the riverbanks. But for now it was quiet except for the few families having breakfast in the riverside restaurants.


‘I want a mocha,’ said the Rat. ‘Keep paddling.’


What that meant was she wanted to hang around the French Quarter. I didn’t mind because it was still early, but even if I did mind I’d have no choice. Whether it was that thing with Felicia I don’t know but the Old Man never liked me to let her out of my sight. She was ten and tough and could look after herself but he worried, so what could I do?


She guided the Marlin to the opposite bank and we docked at the jetty below the St Boniface Cathedral. I jumped out and tied the Marlin fast. ‘Lock the bikes to the boat,’ I told her. You can’t be too careful. There’s a lot of petty crime on the mean streets of Winnipeg.


We ran up the stairs to street level and looked across the river towards the downtown skyscrapers, not a single cloud above them. In the centre stood the Fort Garry Hotel, quite famous in these parts, and just upriver stood the Esplanade Riel, a splendid name for a very splendid bridge. It mightn’t have been the biggest bridge in the world, but it’s white and pretty and it gleams in the sunshine. And we’re very proud of it here in Winnipeg. I met some people from Saskatoon who said it looked tacky. I’m not going to be childish and say something bad about Saskatoon. There’s no need. And if you ever go there you’ll see why.


Entering the green graveyard, we made our way towards the St Boniface Cathedral and the gaping circular hole that hovers in its centre. The cathedral burnt down long before I was born but nothing could destroy the stone walls. The hole is from where the stained glass used to be, of course, and above the hole sits a bishop. He looks like a piece missing from a chessboard. Me and the Rat like to position ourselves until all we can see through the hole is sky. It’s just something we do. The Rat said it could be a portal to another world. She’s crazy, but I’ve always thought of the cathedral as being a magical place.


I carried on to the cathedral steps but the Rat stayed where she was. She was one of those kids who always lingered behind and I’d always have to tell her to catch up. When I turned around she was staring at the gravestones like a scary kid. ‘Come on,’ I said.


She ran towards me. ‘Guess what I’ve just seen?’


‘I don’t want to know!’ And I didn’t want to know. Last Halloween she told me she could see the ghosts of the Grey Nuns of Montreal hovering around the graveyard. I bet she only said it to freak me out. But it worked, and so I never let her tell me anything else.


We made our way into the roofless interior of the cathedral and out back. Then we passed the St Boniface University, where me and the Rat might go when we’re older. It’s a sophisticated university with a huge silver dome you can see for miles. I really like it. And I really want to go there. The only thing I don’t like is the statue of Louis Riel.


Louis Riel is buried in the St Boniface graveyard and he’s a real Winnipeg hero. You see, he stood up for the Métis, who were the French-speaking descendants of European men and Native women. When the government tried to install English-speaking settlers on their land, old Louis Riel wasn’t having any of it, and he led the Métis in rebellion. To cut a long story short they captured, tried, and executed him. But old Louis Riel would be up and out of his grave to start another uprising if he could see this statue of himself. It is, without a shadow of a doubt, the ugliest, scariest statue you’ll ever see in your life! It’s even concealed in a concrete partition so it doesn’t frighten the kids on their way to school. And to give you an idea of how deranged my little rodent sister is, she thinks it’s cute.


You know you’re in the French Quarter when ‘streets’ turn to ‘rues’ and this is where the Rat likes to hang out. We head to the stores and cafés that line Provencher Avenue, and all the proprietors greet the Rat like she’s a relation. She buys a magazine from La Page bookshop, so she can catch up on celebrity life, and she buys candy from Chocolate Affair. Then we sit outside Le Garage Café where she dons dark sunglasses and orders a mocha. The Rat likes mocha. Then she sits, cross-legged, in the sunshine and watches the people go by like a Parisian on the Champs-Elysées. And of course the Rat will only drink mocha in the French Quarter because she thinks it’s more sophisticated. You see at heart the Rat is a little French snob, even though she’s eating candy out of her pocket because she’s too cheap to buy a cake from the café. I say nothing because she’s bought me a hot chocolate and she’s passing me some of the candy. And doesn’t everyone who wanders by stop to talk to her and isn’t she on her high horse speaking French. You see I speak a little French but the Rat speaks French like a Frenchman. And here’s old mademoiselle what’s-her-name who can speak English but never speaks it to me.


‘Bonjour, Marie Claire, comment vas-tu?’


‘Bien, merci,’ said the Rat.


‘Et comment va ton frère?’


‘Il boude parce qu’il ne peut pas parler français.’


And when there are no passers-by she flicks carelessly through her magazine and there’s no way she can see anything through those blacked-out sunglasses that make her look like a fly. But I say nothing. Eventually she finishes showing off and we make our way to the Forks.


It’s a nice place to escape from the bustle of busy Winnipeg. There’s an amphitheatre and a podium. And there’s always some sort of entertainment around there: a comedian or a clown, or someone collapses in the heat.


Me and the Rat make our way towards the Forks Market. It sells a lot of cool stuff, most of which we don’t need but always seem to buy. And as we did so a large Native man comes towards us.


‘Aniish na Wazhashnoons?’ he asks.


‘Giiuk Miigwech,’ said the Rat.


The Native laughed and patted her on the head.


‘Who’s that?’ I asked.


‘That’s Mike. He works on the Hawks Head Reservation.’


That was another thing I could never understand. I never let her out of my sight but the Rat knew everybody and everybody knew the Rat. She knew all the vendors who worked in the Forks Market and the boatmen along the river. She knew the immigrants who hung around Tim Horton’s and she knew all the guys who wiped windscreens on Portage Avenue. She knew strange people like Mad Mike the biker, who was the head of one of the biggest bike gangs in Manitoba. He called her his little Indigo and he was always polite to her, which was strange because Mad Mike wasn’t polite to anyone, not even the other members of his gang. And you’d think she was an informer the way the Winnipeg cops pulled up and talked to her. Sometimes their conversations became really intense. Maybe she was a Rat: ratting people out all over the city.


The only person the Rat didn’t get along with was Running Elk, who was walking towards us with my best friend in the world, Little Joe. They called him Little Joe because that was his name, but there was nothing little about him. For a twelve-year-old kid, Joe was built like a sumo wrestler, looked like one too. And his sister Running Elk was no small size. She was a year older and a good deal heavier and she went to Native school. I don’t know what they taught her there but she was always on the warpath about something.


‘Hey, Bob,’ shouted Joe.


‘Hey, Little Joe, Running Elk.’


‘Hey, Marie Claire,’ said Joe.


The Rat and the Elk just looked at one another.


‘Good news, brother,’ said Joe. ‘We’re going to meet up with the other guys at the zoo. My grand-father’s waiting to give us a ride.’


‘Great,’ I said.


The Rat folded her arms. ‘I don’t want to see animals in cages.’


‘I knew she’d cause trouble!’ said Running Elk. ‘Daddy’s little Rat always has to have her own way!’


The Rat clenched her fists. ‘Listen, Running Buffalo!’


‘OK! OK!’ Joe stepped in between them. ‘Let’s try and behave in a mature manner. Running Elk, why don’t you go and wait by the river?’


‘Or preferably in it,’ said the Rat.


‘I’ll squash you, you little rodent!’


‘Enough!’ said Little Joe.


Running Elk walked off towards the river and the Rat walked off towards the park.


‘The Rat and the Elk,’ said Little Joe. ‘It’ll become a Native legend, you see if it doesn’t.’


‘I thought you were First Nations people?’


‘First Nations, Natives, Indians. Who cares.’ He touched my shoulder. ‘It’s not happening, brother. But you’ll see. We’ll have a great summer, last day of school Monday.’


‘OK, Joe, I’ll see you at school.’


We did our funny handshake and I watched him walk away. I was angry then and I went to find the Rat to give her grief. ‘You better watch what you say to Running Elk. She’d eat you for breakfast.’


The Rat kicked at the ground in front of her. ‘Ah beep her. She thinks her poo don’t pong.’


‘Well I wanted to be with Joe and the other guys. Now I’m stuck with you all morning.’


‘If you’d sooner be with them you can go. I’m only your sister.’


She got me with that one. I felt kind of bad then. ‘Well, what do you wanna do?’


‘Well, we can buy the cellphones and then we can do some stunts on our bikes. If you want to hang out with me, that is.’


The Rat liked doing stunts. She had the reputation as the best stunt girl in Winnipeg. She was a real tomboy, but she was nowhere near as good as me. ‘Come on then,’ I said. And having gotten her own way she returned to her ratty self.


First we went to the Bay, which is one of Canada’s most popular stores, and there we bought the cellphones. The salesmen wouldn’t give us any free call-time and so the Rat kept going on about how much they cost, and how we were just kids, and how she wasn’t sure if we could really afford them. In the end he gave us fifty text messages each so she’d go away. The Rat’s irritating attitude could pay off at times.


We sent text messages to our friends, so they would have our new numbers, and then we headed to the State Legislative Building. It looks like any other big-domed building, found in most big cities, but it has lots of stone and stairs and we did some great stunts around there. It’s always more fun doing stunts where you’re not supposed to. We skidded on the smooth floor until the security guard chased us, and then we cycled around the flowerbed until we were dizzy, and he chased us again. But we came back and encircled it some more because he wasn’t nice, and then we rode on to Broadway.


Broadway is one of Winnipeg’s best streets and all along it are life-size statues of polar bears. There was a bear with wings like an angel, a bear on a motorbike, and a bear reading a book. There was a bear painted with the Northern Lights and another showing the prairies in full bloom. They’re called Bears on Broadway and they’re really cool. Winnipeg is always doing arty things like this. But the Rat started placing her pointy ears against the bears, as though listening to their hearts. ‘I have to find out if they have a happy spirit.’ Turns out they all did because they were raising money for cancer, but of course the Rat had to check them all.


When we got home the Rat ran upstairs and I went in the kitchen to see the Old Man. He looked really sad. He got that way sometimes. ‘You OK, Dad?’


He looked up at me and tried to smile. ‘Hey, Bob, you hungry?’


‘Are you OK?’


‘Sure, son, I was just thinking about things. Go tell your sister lunch is ready.’


I never knew what caused his sadness and he never talked about it. All I knew was that something pained him and he drank to drown the pain. I shouted to the Rat that lunch was ready. If the Rat had only one usefulness it was that she put a smile on Dad’s face, and in that she never failed.


We ate tomato and ham sandwiches, with hot tea, and then we wandered outside where the midday sun was blazing. Dad followed with a bottle and a glass and, sitting on the porch, he poured himself a drink. The Rat shaded her eyes and looked into the horizon. ‘Dad, Harold’s coming.’


Dad was just about to take a drink but he stopped himself. ‘Oh sorry, Marie Claire.’


‘It’s OK, Dad.’


Dad poured the whisky back into the bottle. ‘I’ll go make you kids some lemonade.’


Harold was the Rat’s boyfriend and a nicer kid you’ll never meet. Unfortunately he had something wrong with his legs and no matter how many operations he had he still needed crutches to walk on. But you never heard a single complaint from old Harold, not about his disability, not about anything.


He lived with his mother in a small shack on the other side of the tracks. She was a hardbitten woman if ever there was one. She had nothing and she took nothing from nobody. ‘You can be whatever you want to be, Harold!’ she would tell him. ‘And I’ll have words with anyone who says different!’ But no one did say different. Everybody liked Harold.


I remember the day Harold’s father left Winnipeg for work. Harold and his mother went to the train station to see him off. He was only supposed to be gone a few weeks, but that was two years ago and they haven’t seen him since. When the Rat got the Red Cross to provide Harold with a driver he took up train spotting. The Rat said he did it in the hope of seeing his father come home, but he doesn’t talk about it much.


The Rat sat on the back-porch swing-chair and read her magazine until Harold was panting in front of her. ‘Hey, Harold!’ she said as though she’d only just seen him.


‘Hey, Marie Claire. Hey, Bob.’


No matter how hot it was Harold always wore a clean shirt and a tie, and his hair was always neatly combed in a side parting. He was the tidiest kid I ever saw.


‘Come sit next to me, Harold.’


Harold struggled up the steps and placed himself slowly in the swing-chair. When he got settled I took his crutches and put them in easy reach.


‘How are you, Harold?’ asked the Rat handing him a glass of lemonade.


‘Fine, thank you.’


But it was plain to see that Harold wasn’t fine. He looked exhausted to the point of pain, and sweat was pouring down his face.


The Rat put her hand on his shoulder. ‘Just rest, Harold, it’ll pass.’


She fetched a damp flannel from the bathroom and wiped his face and forehead. The Rat rarely helped Harold. Even at school he would struggle to his feet to give her his chair, and she would always take it. I thought it was pretty mean at first. But she told me that all Harold wanted was to be treated as though he could run around the block. So that’s what she did.


‘Why don’t you loosen your tie, Harold?’ asked the Rat.


‘I’m fine, thank you.’


‘Honestly, Harold, you can be so difficult,’ said the Rat and, reaching over, she undid his tie and top button.


Harold never liked to be helped. But a little fussing from his girlfriend always brought a smile to his face.


Leaving them alone, I walked over to Dad’s prairie garden to potter around. It was really nice. It had a small gravel path and an old tree trunk that we used for a bench. And Mom’s remains were buried here. There was a plaque with her name and dates written on it and under the plaque was a stone jar containing her ashes. Dad said he kept the garden to show us how the prairies would have looked had they not been cultivated into farmland, but really it was dedicated to her. She loved prairie plants and the garden was full of them. There was the fiery red Gaillardia with its yellow border and the Stiff Goldenrod with its sticky buds. And the Purple Cone Flower, which was the Rat’s favourite, grew in abundance. I took a seat on the bench and stretched out. It was so silent you could almost hear the grass drying in the heat. That’s the great thing about the prairies, there’s plenty of peace and quiet when you want it.


Harold must have recovered from his walk because him and the Rat followed me to the garden. I got up and let them have the bench.


‘Thanks, Bob,’ said Harold taking a seat. ‘It’s such a beautiful garden. And look at those butterflies. I’ve heard people call them floating flowers and I can see why.’


‘Did I ever tell you the Native legend of how butterflies came to be?’ asked the Rat.


‘No, but I’d like you to.’


The Rat knew more of those Native legends than the Natives themselves. She’s such a little squaw.


‘Well, there were human twins born to the Spirit Woman. And all the animals looked after them. The wolf hunted for them, the birds sang to them, and the bear protected them. They wanted for nothing. But in time the animals saw that the twins never crawled or walked the way their young ones did, and they never reached for anything. This concerned the animals and so one day they sent the dog to the top of the mountain to see the Great Spirit. “Go to the edge of the river,” said the Great Spirit. “There you will find multicoloured stones. Collect them and place them at the feet of the children.” The dog obeyed these words but it had no affect on the children. In frustration, the dog picked up the stones and threw them in the air. To his surprise, they never fell to the ground. Instead, they floated and fluttered and turned into butterflies. Then, the children reached and crawled for them. And, in time, they waddled after them. But the butterflies always stayed just out of reach. And that’s how butterflies came to be. And the moral of the story is, don’t pamper your children.’

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  






OEBPS/images/9780857380463.jpg
Two orphans on a road-rip they'll never forget. . .









OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
Quercus





