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CALL ME LISA. OKAY, I know you’re going to say that’s the opening line from Moby Dick but with my name substituted for Ishmael, and High Five to you. In my defense, I’m totally stumped for an idea. Mrs. Wiebe, my creative writing teacher, insists we write something, Period, No Excuses. Not even Severe Writer’s Block cuts any ice with her. She’s pretty, and she’s usually nice too, but sometimes she climbs on her High Horse and acts like an Authority Figure and can even be just plain Bossy. Of course it’s not just acting, because she’s the teacher and I’m sure you know that means she has Authority Figure and Bossy built right in.

Anyway. Mrs. Wiebe claims that just by starting to write something you’ll get tons of ideas and before you know it, you’ll be inspired and will be going at it like there’s no tomorrow. So far this morning that hasn’t happened, even though I started off with a totally catchy first sentence which must have been plenty inspirational for Herman Melville because look where his story went from there! Maybe it’s just that Ishmael is more inspirational than Lisa as names go, but I’m glad my name isn’t Ishmael just the same.

If you’re thinking I’ll fail this class or there will be some other unhappy consequence if I don’t get the assignment done, you can forget it. It’s for a summer writing camp I’m taking at Vancouver Island University because I’ve decided to become an author. I’ve always done lots of reading, even old books no one ever bothers with, such as American Captain and Peyton Place, and you guessed it, Moby Dick. So you see, I’m a natural!

If you’re wondering why I would read Peyton Place, it’s because in one of our discussions in my Creative Writing Class, Mrs. Wiebe mentioned that in 1950-something it was so scandalous it was banned. Compared to Fifty Shades of Gray which wasn’t banned or Lady Chatterly’s Lover which was, it’s a children’s book. If you’re interested in getting an idea of how things have changed since the Fifties, go ahead and read Peyton Place but if you’re looking for something worth banning a book for, I recommend the other two.

Anyway. I’ve always loved words, especially big ones with lots of syllables, and I make a point of learning a new one every day. If you want to do this, all you have to do is find a word you don’t know the meaning of, look it up, and then use it in a sentence as soon as possible. If you go online to Mirriam–Webster, you can sign up for their Word of the Day email. It’s cool because it also explains what the word means. This is important! I can’t stress this enough! If you use a word incorrectly you will not only look like an idiot but it won’t count toward your New Word Every Day totals. You can keep track as I do on a little calendar, or come up with your own system like maybe a computer spreadsheet.

It goes without saying The New Word Every Day total is on the honour system. If you cheat, you’re only cheating yourself. It does make for some strange looks, though, should you come out with a sentence like: “Polydactylism is quite common in cats and not as rare in humans as you might think” out of the blue. Sometimes even if you wait all day, there isn’t a suitable lead-in even if you try and start a conversation by saying something like: “Did you know quite a few people are born with extra fingers and toes?” If no one says anything and you need it for your Word of The Day, you just have to go ahead and spit it out. So it’s important to take care when choosing the word. Avoid words that haven’t been used by anyone for decades, or that are too specific such as polydactylism.

Since being in this course I’ve discovered my writing skills aren't as top shelf as I thought. It came as a surprise after years of nothing but glowing parental reviews. Not that I’m completely without talent; if you asked Mrs. Wiebe, she’d probably say something like “Lisa shows promise” but you realize that’s not much of a compliment and is more in the Damning With Faint Praise category. I might be discouraged if I didn’t think she was wrong. Not a hundred percent wrong, but wrong at least to a degree. A large degree.

As I mentioned, Mrs. Wiebe is nice and would never discourage anyone which is not to say she isn’t capable of finding fault. She is. For instance, she says I should never use a Big Word where a Little Word will do and I shouldn’t capitalize things that aren’t Proper Nouns and my sentences are too long and are sometimes put together with Comma Splices or an excessive number of ‘ands’ so they’re often Run-On Sentences, and I should make two or even three sentences instead. And also never begin a sentence with “and”. I’ve tried, but I get going and don’t want to interrupt the flow which is what happens when you put in a period instead of a comma, periods being Full Stops after all, and besides, I like using capitals as it adds extra emphasis. I tell her I’m developing my own style. From her lukewarm response to that explanation it’s obvious I’m going to have to come up with a more compelling argument or just become another sheep and go along with The Industry Canada Style Guide for Writers and Editors she had us download from the government website.

Short sentences or long, I’m usually able to come up with some ideas. It’s the longest assignment she’s given us, only fitting as it’s the last one of the course, but still, it’s only a fifteen-hundred-word story and I should be able to bash something out in a couple of hours. Yet here I sit, staring at the monitor, with no rush of plot ideas assaulting me. It may be harder than I thought for my writing career to take off and I’m going to need a Good Education to get that Real Job Dad is always mentioning. It’s probably a little too soon to pass on the pre-matriculation courses when I sign up for my Grade Twelve subjects next week.

Maybe the reason I haven’t come up with any ideas today is that I have a lot on my mind. Summer vacation is nearly over so there’s back to school to worry about, I haven’t heard from my boyfriend for a week despite sending him a couple of texts, and then there’s Angie and what she’s going through right now.

Angie has been my best friend since last winter. I know it’s not nice to be jealous of your best friend, but I have been since the day I met her, for two reasons: one, she’s gorgeous with nice creamy brown skin that never gets zits, not even in that little crease at the side of her nose; and two, although her parents are very strict her mother lets her use her car whenever she wants, which is most of the time, so it’s almost like hers. She even has a credit card to pay for gas and she’s allowed to use it for other things too. Anyone would be jealous of that, right? But I’m not real proud of myself for being jealous of her now because—

There’s a crash outside my door like something fell against it and Big Mutt bursts into my room with my little brother, Jemmy, right behind him.

“Hey!” I say. Actually, it’s more of a yell than a say, because Big Mutt stepped on my bare foot. If you have figured out from his name that he’s a big dog, High Five to you. I love him but when he steps on your foot, which happens a lot because he’s very klutzy, it hurts just the same. “Don’t you know how to knock?”

“I did knock,” Jemmy says. His hands are cupped together like he’s got something trapped in there, which explains why his knock was more of a thump. A feeling of dread washes over me. I wish we had the kind of door knobs you have to turn which would mean he couldn’t open the door with his hands clasped together like that, rather than the lever type which even Big Mutt and Bitsy can open. If you have a little brother, you understand.

“Well, for one, that wasn’t a knock and for two, you’re supposed to wait for someone to say come in!”

“Sorry,” Jemmy says, “but look what I’ve got!” He opens his cupped hands to show me a little frog. I’ve seen them in the marsh at the end of our field.

“Oh yeah, a frog.”

“He’s a Pacific Chorus Frog. Isn’t he cute? Can I use your aquarium? It’s already got sand in it but I’ll have to take most of it out and then I’ll have to add some water but then it will be perfect and I can keep him in it!”

“Yes, he’s cute, but you can’t keep him because he’ll die and anyway, you can’t have my aquarium.”

“No he won’t die! I’ll take care of him.”

“He’ll be lonesome without all his friends. And what are you going to feed him?”

“I’m going to go catch some friends for him. And I’ll feed him, um, frog food.”

“What if the other frogs you get aren’t his friends? They could be frogs he doesn’t like, did you think of that? Besides, you know it’s wrong to keep him. You should just take a picture of him and put him back where you found him.”

“I only want to watch him for a little while.” His shoulders slump at my lack of enthusiasm. The frog squirms as though getting ready to leap and he closes his hands around it again. For a second, I feel sorry for taking the wind out of his sails. Only for a second, though.

“Anyway, can you see the sand is all layers of different colours?”

He shrugs his shoulders and says, “Yeah? So?”

“So it’s, umm, decoration. Art.”

“But you’re not using it and I need it! Couldn’t I have it? Please?”

I’m about to explain how Art doesn’t have to be actively used, when I have a better look at Big Mutt. As usual he has his happy dog smiley face. His tongue is lolling out, he’s wagging his tail and he’s fixated on Jemmy’s hands. I begin to wonder if he played a role in catching the frog. I’m just now noticing how wet and dirty he is.

“Oh my gawd, you’re filthy! Get out of here, dog!” I get to my feet and point to the door. There’s already a trail of dirty paw prints in the carpet. Was there no parent to run interference before these two got to my room? 

The dog looks at me as if he suddenly doesn’t understand what out means. My cat, Bitsy, who’s been curled up on my pillow since I got up, looks at me with one gimlet eye as if to say, if you insist on letting that dog in the house, what do you expect? (Forgive me but I’ve been dying to use that gimlet eye phrase.)

“I’m going to ask Mom,” Jemmy says. He turns and scurries out the door ahead of Big Mutt.

“She won’t make me give you my aquarium!” I call after him.

Then I start to feel bad, because I’m tired of the dumb-looking thing anyway. If you think I bought all that coloured sand for nothing because it didn’t turn out nearly as well as I had pictured it, High Five to you. Those things look better in fancy jars I guess. It could also be that to keep costs down I used dirt for some of the layers. I thought it would be a nice counterpoint. It isn’t. It just looks like dirt. Once it’s in, it’s pretty well impossible to get out.

Because of the Aquarium Sand Feature and other projects with surprisingly poor outcomes, I’ve decided I no longer want to be an artist or a sculptor and then of course there’s the author thing I mentioned so I don’t need the aquarium for an art portfolio and anyway, it’s too ugly to put in a portfolio if I had one, which I don’t. I guess I should go and tell him he can have it after all.

As brothers go, he’s a good one I guess. Other boys his age are into riding bikes, quads, or even motorbikes rather than wading around mucky water in search of swamp creatures. For example, his used-to-be best friend, Devon. Devon lives across the road. He and Jemmy once spent hours together, much of it out in the marsh, and now Devon spends most of his time with Trent, the older boy who moved in down the road this summer, because Trent has a little dirt bike and lets him ride it.

Everything I know about Trent I learned from Jemmy, because he goes with Devon to Trent’s sometimes. The bike Trent lets Jemmy and Devon use was his until he outgrew it, and Trent and his dad have built trails through the bush. Part of the trail is next to the road but not right on it, so you can ride all around their property and never have to go where there might be traffic. Sounds like fun, and safe, too, right?

But Jemmy is only mildly interested in riding on or tinkering with things motorized and would rather poke around the muck in the ditches or go to the marsh, even without Devon. I don’t know who Jemmy’s best friend is now. Maybe he doesn’t have one. I know what that feels like; I lost my friends last year because they got other interests, too.

In Jemmy’s favour he spends hours on his tablet researching everything he finds. He’s got piles of Grammy’s old Book-Of-The-Month Club books with different kinds of swamp plants pressed between the pages, and boxes with dead fauna: shrews, mice, voles and so on that Bitsy killed but didn’t eat, or birds that died of natural causes if you call flying into the living room window a natural cause. But his first love is the slithery creepy crawly hoppy things he keeps in pill dispensers and empty margarine containers. So far he hasn’t kept any live specimens. At least not to my knowledge.

He’s on an endless quest to find one of the brightly-coloured lizards or snakes he keeps showing me on his tablet and isn’t deterred by the fact they aren’t indigenous even though that means it is never going to happen. I’m kind of proud of him for that, for the research I mean, even though at times he yammers on about all he’s learned long after I’ve heard all I need to know, just because he likes sharing facts.

If you think the best part of him being a budding naturalist is that we don’t have the noise of motors around here all the time and that he’s quiet when he’s on his tablet doing his research or skulking around the marsh hunting for more slithery creepy crawly hoppy things, High Five to you! Still, it’s kind of funny that last year I would’ve given anything for him to quit making stupid noises constantly and now I kind of miss it. Didn’t see that coming.

Hmm. Slithery things. The marsh. The inspiration for my Creative Writing Assignment has just presented itself.
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WE LIVE ON AN ACREAGE on the outskirts of town. We moved here shortly after Jemmy was born. I’m not sure why we moved here, because neither Mom nor Dad has the slightest interest in keeping horses or any other animals except for, you know, Big Mutt and Bitsy. (Big and Bitsy. Get it?)

Dad grumbles about how much work it is. Mom always tells him he doesn’t need to mow the lawn twice a week and we could fence it off so more is in the pasture and less is lawn, or he could quit fertilizing and turn off the irrigation to the half behind the house so it doesn’t grow so fast. He always acted as if those were dumb ideas until the day he announced he was going to turn the irrigation to the back section of lawn off, like he just thought of it so now it’s a good idea. Mom snorted (I see where I get it from) and threw up her hands.

I guess it was Mom who wanted to live here in the first place, and she talked Dad into it. At least twice a week she makes a comment about how peaceful it is not having traffic whizzing by and neighbours looking over the fence. If Dad is within hearing distance he can be counted on to say neither of those things bothers him and then he will start in about the large lawn.

I think Dad likes mowing the lawn. I know for sure he likes riding around on his BNM (Big New Mower) if not actually mowing, possibly because it has a drink holder. If he lets it go past the three-and-a-half days mark, mowing the lawn can be a Three Beer Job. I’m not sure what he’ll do in the winter although he has been mentioning there is a snow scraper attachment available. He might be able to use that once or twice a year. I don’t think he’d want to be drinking beer if it was cold enough to snow, though, so I don’t know if he’s thought it through.

I love living out in the country! I admit it has its downside even though I don’t have to mow the lawn which I wouldn’t want to do for two reasons: one, it wastes time I could be doing things I’m more interested in such as advancing my writing career; and two, I don’t like beer.

If you’re wondering about the downside I mentioned, there are two so really, so I should have said downsides: one, since I don’t drive (yet) I miss out on doing after school things; and two, it takes about an hour to walk home if I miss the school bus. There is a city bus but it only runs out this far a couple of times a day and usually not when you would want to go anywhere.

I mostly don’t mind walking home. I don’t have to walk on the road because there’s a paved trail most of the way so it’s easy going, but it’s no fun in the dark especially in the forested part. In winter, when it gets dark at like four o’clock, I make sure I don’t miss the school bus.

You’re probably thinking since I’m old enough to drive, maybe I should save my McDonald’s wages and buy a car or maybe if my parents can afford this big house they should give me one, but I don’t have my license yet anyway so it’s not a priority or front of mind as they say now. Besides, I’m saving up for a saddle and I want to get that before I get a car.

I’m working on getting my driver’s license too, but Mom doesn’t have much time to take me practice driving since she’s started going to Pilates classes or self-improvement night courses at VIU or her remedial pottery group, one or the other of which seems to be going on every night. Since her promotion, her job sometimes takes her away from home too. So she doesn’t have a lot of spare time.

And Dad, as I mentioned, prefers to drive around the lawn on his BNM or hang out in the shed polishing his BNM. Full disclosure? He would take me driving, but after a couple of tries, I don’t ask him anymore. After a driving lesson with him, I would start drinking beer, whether I like it or not.

Or maybe you’re thinking I’m old enough and I can tell time so I should be better organized and not miss the bus. I’ve already admitted being capable of it in the winter. You’re right, it’s a poor argument for me to make and I ought to withdraw it, so there really is only one downside.

Anyway. There are plenty of upsides to living here, such as the school bus thing. It is a built-in excuse not to go out for after-school activities such as basketball because it would make me miss the bus.

The PE teacher is always bugging me to try out for basketball. I’m one of the tallest girls in school so she’s positive I must like basketball, but I Plus Plus DO NOT! All that running around getting sweaty just to catch a ball you’re not supposed to hang onto anyway. Softball I understand, and it’s in the spring when the days are longer so it’s no big deal walking home after.

The main upside to living here is Peony. If you figured out from the pasture and saddle comments that there must be a horse, High Five to you! Peony, my horse, lives in the barn at the back of our property and has a stall she can go into or not, her choice, plus the field next to all that lawn I mentioned. 

I got Peony a little while after Wembly died. I thought getting another horse would dishonor Wembly’s memory but the more I thought about it, the more I came around to the idea it’s the opposite. Like, Wembly was such a good boy and I loved him so much, I wanted another relationship like that. So, in the spring, I got Peony from the horse and donkey rescue I volunteer at.

Peony is a lot bigger than Wembly was. In fact, she’s big compared to most horses, seventeen-two if you know what that is. (If you do, skip the rest of this paragraph. If you don’t, and you really want to know, read on.) She is seventeen hands two inches high at her withers. Withers is where her neck joins her back and a horse’s height is always measured there. In Canada and a lot of other countries, the height is given in hands, and a hand is four inches. 

I’ve mentioned Peony is seventeen two or seventeen hands two inches, so she’s seventy inches, or a hundred and seventy-eight centimeters if you’re German or have some other reason for not knowing what inches are, or five foot ten inches tall if that gives you a better idea. If you put a ruler across from her withers to the top of my head, it would be level.

Anyway. She is a big horse not just in height but all over because she’s a draft cross, one of her parents being a work horse. Although she’s really big, she’s super gentle and already loves me even when I’m not bringing her food. Maddy, the lady who runs the rescue, bought her out of a kill pen so she wouldn’t be sent to slaughter. Thinking about horses being killed makes me sad and when you think it could have been Peony, just ten years old and so sweet and with so much life ahead of her, it’s enough to make a person cry. It’s even worse when it’s the really young ones who are sentenced to death just because nobody bought them. I try not to dwell on it and you shouldn’t either but keep it in mind in case you ever have a chance to speak out against it.

The importance of speaking out against things that are wrong is one of the things I’ve been thinking about lately. Maybe it’s because of what I see at the rescue. Maybe it’s what Dad calls Growing Up and Mom calls getting a Social Conscience, but I’ve been thinking about a lot of things differently. For example, I am now mostly vegan or what Dad calls being a Fussy Eater, although I haven’t given up tuna yet. 

Mom is mostly vegan too although she still eats cheese as do I so on pizza nights, we share a vegetarian. But me eating tuna and Mom and me eating cheese isn’t enough to get either of us off Dad’s Fussy Eater list.

A while ago, Mom quit cooking meat because she hates smelling or touching it, so if Dad wants it he has to cook it. He grumbles, but I don’t think he really minds because he’s got this huge barbeque in the covered area right outside the kitchen door and you can find him out there polishing it when he’s not polishing the BNM. 

You might be wondering why he needs such a huge barbeque to cook one steak or a couple of wieners. Well, friends or clients of Dad’s who have boats and like to fish occasionally give him a big salmon and he needs the big barbeque then. Mom and I eat salmon then too, because it was humanely caught and also, it would be very wrong to waste it.

If Dad is resigned to Mom not cooking meat, it doesn’t stop him from being cranky about her not buying it for him. She says it makes her sick to even look at all that meat. She doesn’t like going into the meat section of the grocery store because she can’t stop thinking about all the terrified animals that were killed for those packages of flesh. At this point in the discussion Dad always says she’s as unreasonable about Those Who Eat Meat As Humans Were Meant To, as Reformed Smokers are about People Who Smoke. Everyone knows they are the worst. She points out that he knows where the store is as well as she does, and wonders why it is her job to buy the groceries anyway. In case he hasn’t noticed, she works too. So if he wants meat, he not only has to cook it, but buy it too. Mom does sometimes make bacon on week-ends, but I have a feeling it’s not as much for Dad as for Jemmy because Jemmy loves bacon almost as much as frogs.

Just to clarify in case you’re wondering, Jemmy doesn’t eat frogs, that’s not what I meant. The frogs he catches are too small in any case but even if he caught one of the big bullfrogs that’s an introduced species taking over all the wetlands and is the type they use for frog’s legs, I don’t think he’d eat it. Not because he wants to be vegan. He just loves frogs too much.

You might be wondering about the bullfrogs and who would think of bringing them here. Someone had an idea for a frog legs farm and imported a bunch of bullfrogs from Louisiana or Alabama or someplace where they actually eat them. When the business flopped they just let them all go and now we have these giant bullfrogs on Vancouver Island, eating the little frogs that have been here for thousands of years. Bullfrogs can eat anything that fits in their mouth which includes ducklings and I’m sure you agree that isn’t pleasant either for the duckling or the mommy duck who might be watching.

You should never catch tadpoles but if you do, remember to put them back where you got them and never let them go in another pond in case they turn out to be bullfrogs. We don’t want to spread them around, because we want our own frogs to survive and our frogs are just a tasty little snack for a bullfrog so they can eat lots of them and before long the whole marsh would have nothing but bullfrogs which you can imagine wouldn’t make the ducks happy. 

You have Jemmy to thank for this information, but keep in mind it proves I pay attention to what he’s nattering about at least some of the time.

Anyway. Back to Peony. That was her name when I got her although I think it was someone at the rescue who named her that because a lot of the horses and donkeys that came into the rescue last spring were given flower names like Petunia and Violet and Rose and Daisy. It wasn’t so good for the boys, but I don’t think they minded because we gave them weed names like Yarrow and Dandy Lion. Both of those have flowers too so they’re still in the Flower Name category.

When we used up all the flower names we could think of, we started naming them after famous writers like Clancy and Crichton and McMurtry and Nelson and McKay and so on, which wasn’t so great for the girls, so it evens out. If you think this was my suggestion because I’m going to be a writer so I’ve read books by those authors, High Five to you!

You have to name them something, because the ones that come from the auction just have a number stuck on their rumps and calling a living thing by a number could make you think they’re not important like what happened to the Jews at Auschwitz and of course every life is important, even horses and donkeys and dogs and cats no one wants.

Peony is an okay name, except when I try to shorten it for a pet name, like PeePee. I don’t have to explain why that isn’t good, no matter how funny Jemmy thinks it is. He always calls her that and it cracks him up every time. 

I’m not a ten-year-old boy, so I go with PeeNee or usually, NeeNee. She doesn’t care what I call her. She acts like I’m the Sun and the Moon no matter what.

There is one thing wrong with NeeNee: she has just one eye. She wasn’t born that way. Something bad happened to her. You wouldn’t believe the nice things my Facebook friends commented when I posted her story and everyone said she’s beautiful even missing an eye. Whatever happened to her is another thing to be sad about, but you have to keep in mind she has a good life now and I will never, ever let anyone hurt her and she’ll never be in a kill pen again.

Because of her missing eye, you have to be careful about coming up to her on that side and make sure you call out like you would when approaching any horse from behind, so she knows you’re there. If you don’t, she can get startled and spook. This can also happen when you’re riding her, if she turns her head and sees something, like a person, standing there that she didn’t know about. Once it was a big leaf falling off the maple tree at the side of the road.

At least when she spooks, it’s just a jump and a little scoot and she never does anything bad like bucking or running away. Still, it’s always fast and unexpected and makes my heart pound for a second or two. She doesn’t spook because she’s stupid or mean or wants me to fall off because she would never do anything to hurt me; it’s just that horses are a prey species, so they always have to be vigilant.

This being Saturday, I have a riding lesson before my afternoon shift at McDonald’s. I’m on NeeNee in my old western saddle walking briskly along the path next to the pavement, on my way to the big horse farm where my coach, Elke, lives. Elke is super nice! Her lessons are great, too. She isn’t the kind of coach who yells at you although she does make you do stuff you might prefer not to, such as staying right next to the rail when you go past the place where NeeNee thinks a Gremlin lives, not just once but again and again and again. And again.

In NeeNee’s defense, there is a bush there and anyone would agree it looks like a good Gremlin Hiding Place. On top of that, Elke’s Jack Russell, Dixie, often lies in the shade there. Although Dixie doesn’t do anything horrible such as jumping out and nipping at Peony’s heels, when Peony is on Gremlin Watch, Dixie suddenly racing off after someone coming up the driveway is bad enough. Since Elke has a German accent I can always act like I didn’t quite get what she was saying and let NeeNee move off the rail a safe distance.

If you ever need to know what a safe-from-Gremlin-attack distance is, I recommend going with NeeNee’s estimate of about a meter. 

Of course if it’s on her blind side, she doesn’t care at all
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