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To win over the chief’s haughty son, a drug-dealing punk from a dysfunctional family must risk the only two things he has: his reputation and freedom.

	 

	 

	Billy Redsky, a rebellious punk who loves art and nature, is saddled with a welfare-leeching, alcoholic mother and criminal older brother who are the joke of their Ojibway community. Sick and tired of being perceived as a loser, Billy deals drugs for his older brother to earn quick money. He hopes if he buys a dirt bike, he’ll finally impress the chief’s popular and aloof son, René Oshawee.

	When the two are forced to serve detention together, a friendship begins to bloom, but much to Billy’s frustration, René keeps putting him on ice. To make his biggest dream come true if he finally wants to call René his own, Billy must make a huge decision that could cost him everything.

	 


Chapter One: Loser

	 

	 

	September 1996

	Thunder Mountain First Nation, Thunder Bay, ON

	 

	For the last year he’d sold ten joints a day. With the measly cut he was getting from his shit-ass older brother for peddling the dickhead’s weed, Billy would be wearing dentures and bunking at the senior’s building by the time he got to buy the dirt bike he’d been drooling over at Moe’s Motorcycles.

	Maybe he could find a job. He shoved aside the empty beer bottles and overflowing ashtray on the coffee table and snatched the reserve’s bi-weekly newsletter peeking out from beneath the mess. He flipped through the stapled pages.

	This was useless. As if anyone would hire him. He was a Redsky. Mom and Hoyt—with their drinking, drugging, letting the house go to shit, monthly gimme money ‘cause I’m too fucking lazy to work welfare checks, stints in jail—had done everything and anything to trash the family name.

	There wasn’t even one job anyway. He tossed aside the newsletter and stood. At least Mom’s boyfriend kept the fridge stocked with lunchmeat that Billy had made two sandwiches from.

	He slid his sketchpad and charcoal pencils into his backpack. Then he adjusted the Canadian flag pin on the lapel of his jean jacket from right side up to upside down so those in the know understood he had weed for sale.

	There were messes on the living room and kitchen floors he had to step over. Eight o’clock. The school bus would arrive any second. He shouldn’t have screwed around while rolling those ten joints earlier.

	Mom’s light snores carried from her bedroom adjacent to the utility room. Billy lifted his middle finger. He kicked open the utility room door, and it banged against the wall. Good. The noise might wake the lazy lush.

	Mom’s purse sat on the washer. He reached inside, dug out her wallet, and helped himself to a five-dollar bill.

	He left the house to a shining sun and a clear blue sky. Neither matched the gray cloud seeming to hover above his head.

	The corner of his eye caught the tail end of the school bus driving by. His irritation went from twenty-five degrees Celsius to a raging thirty-eight. Great. Fucking great.

	He threw up his arms and tramped down the driveway while the bus kept chugging farther from him. There was money to make and a dirt bike to buy if he wanted the bodacious Carla Morrisseau and the super-cool royal spare, René Oshawee, to finally fix their eyes in his direction.

	The growl of a V8 engine and then the brum brum brum of a bitchin’ steel muffler carried across the field from the cul-de-sac where the royal family’s castle was located. René must be backing out of his fancy three-stall garage for school.

	Mom’s rusted truck from the disco seventies sat in the driveway. There wasn’t a motorcycle, so her boyfriend must’ve crashed at his own pad for once.

	Billy huffed for the road. The city bus was a ten-minute jaunt to reach, but business was business. If he didn’t sell his weed, he’d get to taste Hoyt’s fists—again.

	Being late wasn’t a big deal anyway. Billy could handle Chrome Dome Carlson. This wasn’t the first time he’d arrive after the second bell, or the first time he’d find himself in the vice principal’s office.

	Blue jays obnoxiously jeered. Finches cheeped. A crow on a hydro wire cawed down at him. The pure whistling tone of an oriole floated on the warm fall air. Too bad he didn’t have an orange in his backpack, or he’d share it with the too cool bird, but fruit was six holidays wrapped into one at his house.

	Maybe Pumpkin was foraging around. Next month, the big bear would bunk down for the winter. After school, he’d go up the mountain. He almost had his sketch completed of the cinnamon-colored big guy. But a trip to the mall might be a better idea. He could steal some more supplies to create a kick-ass tribute to the bear.

	Billy reached the end of his road and walked along the main stretch of Ojibway Drive. The brum brum brum restarted. He licked his lips.

	The V8 engine and muffler grew louder. A fist seemed to squeeze his heart. Gripping the shoulder straps of the backpack, he used his thighs to walk, almost stepping up because his nerves had gotten in on the game and had tightened.

	Instead of speeding up, the truck slowed to a light putter. Why the hell was René Oshawee slowing? He should be bombing by to get his main man in Northwood and then head to Gold’s Coffee on Arthur Street to slurp some mud before school. That was the royal spare’s routine. The rocker clique always showed up five minutes before the first bell.

	From his peripheral vision, Billy caught the hood louvers on the black truck as the vehicle crawled beside him. Heart now seemingly in his rolling stomach, he turned his head to René staring back behind sunglasses that matched the shade of his slick four-by-four wheels. The passenger window lowered.

	“‘Sup, Redsky? You skipping again or are you five minutes behind the clock?” René asked in a tone Billy had heard while renting movies at the video store—smooth, silky, and finer than a taste of his brother’s favorite whiskey.

	“Five minutes behind,” Billy managed to spit out.

	“Get in, dude. You’re on my route.” René used his head to make a slight motion.

	Flattery should smack Billy’s face, not a bucket of offense at what was probably a charitable offer. But he shoved aside the hint of annoyance steeping in his belly and opened the truck door to the scent of lemons coming from the air freshener hanging from the rearview mirror.

	Tunes hummed from the speakers. René must’ve lowered the volume, because he always cranked his music, anything to show off his cha-ching cha-ching stereo speakers to make sure nobody forgot how much coin he had in his pocket, thanks to Chief Oshawee. Or should Billy say King Oshawee?

	René’s six-foot-something athletic bod was poured into a leather jacket moving in the perfect V form of his upper-torso. The designer name on the band of his long black underwear was exposed. Cargo shorts sat low on his slim hips. Thick socks were rolled over the tops of his half-unlaced ten-eye combat boots. A camo sweatshirt hugged his sleek waist.

	René peeked over the top of his sunglasses. His dark-brown eyes with the super-thick black lashes simply stared.

	Billy’s heart morphed into the open throttle of a dirt bike, ready to burst from the starting gate of a motocross competition. He swallowed, but his internal engine was close to overheating.

	When René sucked in his cheeks, his lightly tanned skin with red undertones drew tight against his cheekbones. He set his long fingers on the volume control of the stereo and turned the button. Music blasted from the speakers. The Toadies’ Mister Love filled the black interior. He rested his hand on the stick shift.

	They were off, cruising down the oiled road.

	The backpack grated on Billy’s spine. He should’ve removed it.

	“You gonna play the Hunchback of Notre Dame or are you gonna take that thing off?” René asked at the end of the song.

	Billy opened his mouth, but the Stone Temple Pilots’ Unglued bit his eardrums. There was no point in answering over the blaring song. He shifted and squirmed, working off the shoulder straps to the backpack, which wasn’t an easy feat and made him look like a total dork wiggling about.

	His head almost fell on the headrest. He was in the very damned truck of the very damned guy who owned the most bitchin’ dirt bike on the rez. The very guy who didn’t give two shits about his Ranger 1500 and let it collect dust in his garage because he was too busy playing with his new toy he’d gotten for his sixteenth birthday last December. The very guy Billy wanted something from, but the what still frazzled his brain. The very guy he wanted to punch and high-five.

	René steered the truck onto City Road. They were on the other side of the Kaministiquia River. To their left was the mountain where Pumpkin lived.

	Billy had fifteen minutes to peek from the corner of his eye at René, who tapped his finger on the steering wheel. Fifteen minutes of being ignored. A fifteen-minute charity case who needed a lift to school because he’d missed the bus and everyone on the rez knew his mom and brother didn’t give a flying fuck if he had to crawl on his hands and knees during a blizzard to Sir Wilfred Laurier Collegiate.

	They passed the businesses owned by the most powerful family on the reserve. Oshawee’s Auto Sales. Oshawee Autobody, The Waffle Wigwam, Oshawee’s Small Engine Repair, The Peace Pipe Smoke Shop, and Oshawee Chartered Accountants, where René’s mom worked and owned.

	The T intersection appeared. They could either turn left into the parking lot of Oshawee’s Gas Bar and Vernon’s Video Store, keep going straight and they’d eventually reach Highway Sixty-One, or make a righty and take the main route to the city.

	René took the main route.

	The song ended. Billy stole another peek at René still staring straight ahead.

	Yep, a charity ride. The ol’ I’ll pick up loser Billy Redsky and do my good deed for the day ‘cause I’m the youngest of clan Oshawee and I can tell my parents I was nice to the reserve’s biggest eyesore of a family.

	Drowned by Candlebox shut down any conversation they’d never have.

	All Billy got to do for the rest of the drive was cruise over the James Street swing bridge, stare at boring houses, drool over the fast food places he didn’t eat at on Arthur Street, and then cross the Neebing River until they hit Churchill Drive West.

	He straightened his backpack lying across his lap.

	René pulled up where a couple of busses were parked. He kept his foot on the brake, and the music continued to blare.

	Billy opened the passenger door. His classmates standing around outside smoking looked in their direction. Normally, he would have been the man for scoring a ride in René’s wheels. Not this morning. The guy sucked major ass since he kept doing his staring straight ahead thing, so there wasn’t a point in thanking him. Billy slid from the vehicle. Just as he got the door closed, the truck sped off.

	With the sticky gray resurfacing from earlier, Billy stomped to the side door. Big deal. So what if he’d been nothing more than a statue to the royal prince. He had weed to sell before the first bell.

	 

	Billy sat on the windowsill cushion at Indian Corner, flanked by the only two dudes who bothered with his loser ass. Footsteps scampered on the stairwell. Two guys Billy had attended elementary school with back on the reserve appeared—Stuart Oshawee and his yes-man. They stopped. Both kept their heads down, but they stole peeks at Billy. Their fearful eyes rested on his flag.

	Those geeks weren’t stoners or skidders. This must be a shakedown. If he sold them anything, they’d out him to the cops or the principal. Or even worse, Chief Oshawee. Stuart was the son of René’s cousin, after all.

	Clearing his throat, Stuart inched forward. “How’s it going?”

	They could piss off. Neither of them ever looked Billy’s way on the school bus. He raised his middle finger. He wasn’t that desperate to get rid of his weed.

	His buddies laughed.

	“Keep walking,” Lonn told the geek twins.

	“We just... y’know.” Stuart’s voice was pleading. He again inched forward. “We-we heard, heard, heard...”

	From the stairwell, cheers erupted, and people calling out, “Renny!” “Ren-Man!” “‘Sup, Renny?” “Yo, Ren-Man, what’s shaking?”

	Those two nicknames always burned Billy’s gut. And why was René coming up the lower-class staircase, and even weirder, near Indian Corner, anyway?

	Stuart and his yes-man froze.

	Boot heels lazily clomping on cement carried to where they stood. René appeared. He pocketed his sunglasses.

	“‘Sup?” he asked, using his slightly broad chin to motion at Stuart.

	“Nothing.” Stuart squeaked like a mouse and shook his head. “We... We were doing nothing, Renny. I swear. Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Right?” He craned his neck and gaped at his yes-man who’d melted against the wall.

	René’s scrutinizing look said Was I born yesterday? “Seems something’s going down.” He raised his long finger at Billy. “Uh-uh. Not my little cuz. Stay away from him, Redsky.”

	Billy wasn’t taking any snot-assed orders after playing statue in Prince Oshawee’s wheels. Plus, he’d never done anything wrong. “Screw you.”

	René’s almond-shaped eyes narrowed, drawing his angled black brows down. “I see. This is what I get after I give you a ride, huh? Typical of your fam. C’mere and say that.” He pointed at the black speckled floor right in front of him.

	No way and no how was Billy going to look dork in front of his two main men. He squared his shoulders and ambled to René. A bright, crisp, clean scent drifted under his nose, something he hadn’t smelled while he’d been in the truck, probably because of the air freshener.

	René’s wide, rose-colored mouth curled up at the corner. “Say it. Go ahead.”

	The revulsion in those four words whacked Billy’s face. “Eat it.” He raised his middle finger.

	René held textbooks and a binder in his right hand. He used his left to lock his fingers around Billy’s bird-flipping insult. When the heat from René’s silky skin tightened around Billy’s finger, hot prickles bubbled along his flesh. A gush of warmth traveled from his crotch, down his thighs, and to his toes.

	As they stared at each other, sweat gathered at the back of his neck. René’s breaths dusted Billy’s face, bathing him in mint and cigarette smoke.

	Contempt saturated René’s hard stare. “You loser. Only a moron accepts a beatdown.”

	“Think you got the stuff?” The air in Billy’s throat twisted to a flashover racing through a tunnel.

	René dropped his books. Bam. They hit the floor. He yanked Billy by the scruff of his t-shirt and forced him to his toes. The cotton fabric cut into his armpits, burning his skin.

	“Kick his ass!” Stuart and his yes-man swarmed them.

	“Shut him down, bro.” This came from Lonn.

	Freshmen and sophomores scampered over, cheering. “Renny!” “Go, Renny!” “Lay him flat, Renny!” “Who da, man? It’s the Ren-Man!”

	Big deal Billy only had his homeboys backing him. Story of his life.

	René released his grip on Billy’s t-shirt. “You’re lucky you’re a kid.” He snapped his fingers at the geek twins. “Get my books.”

	Stuart scrambled to retrieve the textbooks and binder.

	A sneer sat in the corner of Billy’s mouth. “Kid? I’m a year younger than you.”

	“Try two.” René held up two fingers. “But you skip so much school and are most likely failing half your classes, you don’t know how to count. Nobody who brings in a D average can count.”

	The crowd’s laughter resembled a pack of hyenas taunting its prey.

	Billy’d show them he wasn’t a helpless meal. He was a Redsky, and Redskys busted ass. “Quit making excuses and give me what you got.”

	“I told you—I don’t beat on punk-ass kids.” René stared down his straight nose.

	“Then you should have kept your big snout out of my biz.” Billy raised his chin. “If you don’t got the balls to back up your words, step off.”

	“Listen hear, you little shit.” Again, René yanked the scruff of Billy’s shirt and jerked. Their mouths were inches apart. “I don’t let anyone cop ‘tude on my cuz. Got it? You got a problem with Stu, you talk to me.”

	“Why don’t you get your facts straight first? He wanted to talk to me.” Billy pointed at Stuart.

	The cowering weasel shook his head and threw out his hands. “I wasn’t doing anything, Renny. I swear I wasn’t. He... He... Uh... He... stopped us.” Stuart pointed at Billy. “He got in our faces.”

	“Yeah. Yeah. That’s it.” Stuart’s yes-man nodded so fast he became a bobblehead.

	Liars. Both of them. Blood on fire, Billy sprang forward. Still locked in Prince Oshawee’s stranglehold, he couldn’t reach the two-faced wimps. “Let go. I’m gonna kick their lying asses.”

	“You’re kicking nobody’s ass.” René’s last word hissed at the end.

	Billy struggled to get his hands around Stuart’s neck and choke the coward. The more Billy lunged, the firmer René’s grip tightened on the jacket.

	“Chill out.” René’s hand locked around Billy’s biceps.

	“He’s a liar. You’re done, dude. Finished.” Billy lunged again.

	His running shoe tangled with René’s boot. The floor came at Billy. Before his face kissed tile, he was yanked backward. But they toppled over anyway. René hit the floor, and Billy’s stomach slammed into the royal spare’s tight abdomen, who lay sprawled on his back, having saved Billy’s snout, and probably his teeth.

	“Get him, Renny,” Stuart shouted.

	The heat from René’s tight muscles flickered along Billy’s skin. Only a film of air separated their lips. He gazed into René’s dark eyes melting to rich chocolate that stared back. No contempt. No disgust.

	Something smothered the rage pumping through Billy’s veins.

	“Enough. Enough. Both of you. To Mr. Carlson’s office.” The sharp tone from the geography teacher curdled the silky shimmers stroking Billy’s skin.

	 


Chapter Two: Dam That River

	 

	 

	At the same time, they entered the office doorway. Billy’s side received a sharp elbow jab, and his lungs almost hurled from his throat. Pain. Major pain.

	René pointed at the chair. “Sit. I’m going first. Unlike you, I don’t got all day to be playing around.” He strode to the counter. “Is Mr. Carlson in? Mrs. Lamb sent me.” The attitude in his voice melted into an ass-kissing, respectful tone.

	“What for?” The secretary, with a big beehive straight out of the sixties, stood.

	René pointed his thumb over his shoulder. “Redsky got into my little cousin’s face. I have to talk to Mr. Carlson about it.”

	“Okay. Let me buzz you in.” The swinging-sixties secretary reached for the phone.

	Never mind his aching side. Billy scrambled from the chair. “I ain’t taking the rap for this. You started it, loser.”

	René whipped around. “What’d you call me?”

	“I called you a loser.” Billy fisted his hands.

	“You worthless punk.” René held up his finger in a lecturing gesture just as the teachers did. “Wanna talk about losers? Your mom and brother are total alkies and welfare leeches. It’s people like your family who give reds a bad name. That’s why everyone hates on us and says we’re a bunch of drunks sucking the taxpayers dry.”

	“Is that what Chief Oshawee says when you’re having your fancy steak supper? Or maybe your mom says it ‘cause she’s some bigshot accountant?” The jeer flew from Billy’s mouth.

	“Give it a rest, boys.” Mr. Carlson’s thick voice whirled into their argument. “My secretary told me you both were sent here. René,” he pointed at the door, “into my office. And, Billy, sit down. We’ll talk once I hear René’s version.”

	It figured Prince Oshawee would get to go first. At least Billy had been smart enough to pass off his stash to Lonn before being sent to the vice principal’s office.

	For ten minutes, Billy waited, and waited, and waited, the second bell having already rung. René was probably painting a sham picture of Billy shoving dope down Stuart’s throat.

	The door to the vice principal’s office opened. René huffed out. He shook back his shoulder-length, thick, almost-black hair and trounced from the reception area into the main hall.

	Instead of raw fury searing Billy, being ignored by the royal spare was sharp teeth sinking into his skin. Big deal. He didn’t give a shit about anyone or their opinion. Especially an Oshawee.

	“Billy...” Mr. Carlson and his big gut filled the doorway. “In here. Now.”

	Billy slunk into the office and flopped in the usual stiffer-than-a-board chair opposite the massive oak desk. He dropped his backpack and his frustration onto the floor. There was no point in arguing. Chrome Dome would believe an Oshawee over a Redsky.

	Mr. Carlson sat on his king-style throne. “Fighting again?”

	What could Billy say? Nothing.

	“I didn’t think so.” Mr. Carlson picked up the phone and flipped through his Rolodex. “I have business to attend to. You’ll report to room two-o-two after school. We have a new strategy when it comes to physical disputes. You’ll find out then when you get there. Dismissed.”

	 

	Billy meandered to his new detention room. Late. He’d had to retrieve his money and the last of the unsold dope from Lonn.

	Eyebrows McGee, the grade twelve chemistry teacher, stood in the hallway, glaring at his watch. “It’s about time. In there. You can sit beside René.”

	The second floor belonged to the seniors and graduates who stayed another year to earn their Ontario Academic Credit for university. Billy hedged into the classroom.

	Earphones wrapped the back of René’s head, and his compact disc player rested on the desk. He sat in front of the teacher’s main digs, head down while transferring notes from his textbook into his binder.

	Billy flopped in the other desk. He tossed his backpack on top and unzipped the opening. Now that he was here and being ignored by Mr. High and Mighty, he might as well sketch something. He drew out his charcoal pencil and pad.

	Thunder Mountain deserved full color. Yep, he’d hit the mall. Then he could capture the steep rocks’ brown, yellow, and burnt red hues. The same for the jack pine that dominated the rectangular-shaped mountain’s lower half. Then there was the endless sea of foliage at the base, bursting with wildflowers.

	“Put aside your homework.” Mr. McGee strode into the classroom. “Since you both were involved in a physical dispute, your assignment is to write a paper about how you could have settled your disagreement by using verbal communication instead of physical aggression. Tomorrow morning, you’ll present it to Mr. Carlson.”

	Was this some kind of joke? Billy forced his lips to remain straight or he’d laugh in the teacher’s face.

	René folded his arms.

	“You have two hours.” Mr. McGee checked his watch again. It must have been wicked expensive, the way he kept staring at the dumb thing. “If you can’t finish by six, you’ll be back here at the same time tomorrow afternoon. This paper will get done, and it will be presented to Mr. Carlson by both of you. Understand, physical violence is not condoned.

	“If you’ll excuse me, since I didn’t expect to have to stay after school, I have a few phone calls to make. I’ll be right back.” The teacher turned and swished out the door.

	Billy finally expelled the laughter from the back of his throat. He wasn’t writing anything. If they wanted to lock him up and throw away the key, they could try. He only had four more months until he turned sixteen, and his get-out-of-jail-free card was burning a hole in his back pocket to finally escape this prison.

	“What’re you laughing about?” René snapped open the three rings on his binder and shucked four pieces of paper onto the desk.

	“From where I’m sitting—nothing.”

	“Whatever.” René started writing.

	This would piss off His Royal Highness, but big deal. Billy had to find some kind of amusement to pass the time. He wormed his desk against the floor until it bumped Rene’s.

	“Get back to your spot.” Warning lingered on René’s order.

	“How am I s’posed to help if I’m sitting a mile away.” The crisp clean scent from this morning settled under Billy’s nose. “What’re you doing?”

	“What’s it look like? Completing our assignment. Go ahead, call it a joke. But I got a job to work and had to get someone to cover my shift at the store. There isn’t a chance I’m coming here tomorrow.”

	“Giving your version, huh?” Billy leaned over to peek at the paper.

	“I told you to step off.”

	“Watch it. I get a say, too. I wasn’t even bugging Stu. He was invading my turf.”

	“Your turf?” René snorted. “It figures you’d claim ownership of Indian Corner.”

	“Not like you’d be caught dead there, eh? Can’t be seen near ‘skins.”

	“As if.” René kept writing.

	The five-dollar words on the paper jumped out at Billy: Billy Redsky’s family is responsible for his attitude problem, because they aren’t respected in the community. This is of their own doing since none of the adults work and refuse to maintain their home. Therefore, Billy feels the need to assert power over others whom he feels inadequate to, which resulted in his dispute with my cousin’s son, Stuart, this morning.

	“Bullshit. Erase it.” He snatched the paper and crumpled it in his hand. The fancy report mirrored what Chief Oshawee probably said at the dinner table every night. “Stu approached me. Got it?”

	“Don’t you ever disrespect me again.” René looked down his nose, as he’d done this morning. “You want something from me, you ask. Got it?”

	“I ain’t asking for nothing. You didn’t ask me if you could write that bullshit about me and my fam.”

	“Seriously? You want to help write our report?” René tossed the pen on the desk. “Fine. Have at it.” He snatched the extra paper and slammed it in front of Billy. “Get writing... if you know how to write.”

	Billy seized the paper. He shouldn’t have crumpled the other one. Maybe in the upper grades they had to write those important essays, but not in the lower classes. He had to come up with something or René would laugh.

	Billy began writing what he believed was the truth. René Oshawee is the chief’s spoiled-rotten son who thinks he can get away with anything...

	“Get real. Chrome Dome isn’t gonna buy what you’re selling. He knows I’ve never been in trouble. I shouldn’t have agreed to what he asked.” René sat back, shaking his head.

	“What’d he ask you to do?” Suspicion crawled up Billy’s spine.

	“He said he saw potential in you and asked me to help. That’s why he has us writing this dumb report. He thought if you had a chance to work with me, you might smarten up.”

	“Uh... he did?” The hostility vanished. The tension crawling along Billy’s spine melted. Finally, after fifteen years, someone gave a shit, even if it was the lame Chrome Dome. “You... uh... agreed?”

	“Yeah.” René grabbed the paper. “Are you in or not?”

	Billy squirmed. It wouldn’t hurt to do the assignment. He snuck a peek at René’s straight profile. The same tingles from this morning crawled along Billy’s skin. “I’m in.”

	“Then let’s get this over with.” René drew a line down the middle of the paper. He glanced at the clock on the wall. “Maybe we can get outta here in an hour and I can still make my shift.”

	A sour lump filled Billy’s stomach. All René cared about was pleasing the principal by agreeing to write the stupid paper—same as this morning when he’d gone all charity by offering a ride to a loser.

	“Okay, we each have a side. Yours and mine. What we do is write out our issues. Then we review our answers. For the final report, we write out how we resolved our dispute.”

	“Like this?” Billy raised his fist. Screw the assignment. René didn’t care. Nobody cared.

	René shucked his pen on the desk. “Fine. If that’s how you wanna be...” He snatched his textbook and opened it to a page he’d bookmarked.

	The jerk could go ahead and do his precious homework. Billy had better things to do. He flipped the pages of the sketchpad until he came to Cinnamon Bear.

	René’s curious gaze appeared in the corner of Billy’s vision. He turned his head. Pink flecked René’s cheekbones, and he slid his long fingers against the side of his face.

	“It’s Cinnamon Bear.” Billy picked up the charcoal pencil. “He roams around the mountain.”

	“Too bad you don’t put the same kind of effort into your worthless life.”

	“What effort?”

	“Your drawings. You put effort into those. What’s stopping you from doing the same in school?”

	Great. A lecture. “I dunno.”

	“Oh, man, that’s the same shit-ass answer every nobody gives. Never mind.” René flicked his hand and stared at his homework.

	“What do you want me to say?” Was Billy supposed to tell His Royal Highness—who had no idea what it was like to live with a drunken mom and an asshole brother in a broken-down crib, and now some biker-dude crashing—how his home life sucked?

	“What about the truth?” René held his pen.

	Billy wasn’t spilling his guts to more ridiculing. He shouldn’t have squashed their desks together. He needed space to... do something, anything, because his chest was tightening.

	“There is no truth.” He gripped his pencil. Cinnamon Bear remained frozen in the sketch, one paw scuffing the wispy grass and his big head bent to the earth, sniffing.

	“Whatever...” Music hummed from René’s earphones.

	No surprise the spoiled royal spare had turned on his tunes. Billy pressed the tip of the pencil against Cinnamon Bear’s rump. The sketch paper blurred. He pressed even harder. The tip snapped. Charcoal scattered across his drawing. Nothing ever went right for him. He tossed the pencil. It sailed through the air and hit the teacher’s desk.

	René’s dead gaze remained pinned on his binder. “Having a temper tantrum?”

	The dude could take his taunts and shove them up his royal butt. “Screw you. I’m outta here.” If Chrome Dome gave Billy shit, so what. He stood and shoved his sketchpad into his backpack.

	“Sit. Down.”

	Prince Oshawee was giving orders? The joke was on him. “Piss off.”

	“I said sit down.” René kept doing his homework and used his free hand to point at the desk.

	“Shut it.” Billy moved to get up.

	René’s smooth, long fingers wrapped Billy’s wrist.

	Billy’s heart seemed to shift to his throat. The flicker in his neck thumped against his Adam’s apple. He turned to meet René’s eyes that mirrored melted chocolate for the second time. “Wh-what?”

	“If you leave, Carlson’ll suspend you. He may even boot you out of school. It’s your choice.” René released his fingers and shrugged.

	Billy plopped back in the chair. “Why do you care if Chrome Dome suspends me?” His voice crackled. Even his bones. Hollow. Shivering.

	“Why’d you stay?” René tossed the paper with the line down the middle back on the desk. “Well? You ready?”

	Billy nodded. He couldn’t leave. Something had frozen him to the chair. He fumbled for his backpack and wormed a pencil from the side panel.

	“What Carlson expects is a paper on how we resolved our dispute by talking to each other. Got it? You wanna start?”

	“What am I supposed to say?” Nobody in Billy’s family talked, other than yelling, tossing out threats, or barking orders.

	“Think of what you should’ve said to me instead of getting angry.”

	“You didn’t believe me. I told you I didn’t do anything. Stu got in my space. They lied. Both of them.”

	“Seriously?” René’s eyes widened.

	“Yeah.” This wasn’t too shabby. Billy rested his elbow on the desk and cupped the side of his face along his palm. He gazed up at René. When the guy wasn’t dealing a handful of attitude, his voice softened to light cotton balls skimming Billy’s back.

	“What did they want?” René wrote a few sentences.

	“What do you think they wanted?”

	René sucked in his cheeks and kept working away. “It’s true, then?”

	“You mean... “

	“All the candy you hand out.”

	“Been doing it since I started high school.” Billy couldn’t help bragging.

	René’s plush lips flattened. “It’s your life.”

	Billy leaned in. The clean scent wafting from René’s silky skin strengthened. “You don’t dig candy?”

	“Who doesn’t?” René glanced up. The corners of his pinched, dark eyes relaxed.

	He wasn’t classed as one of the coolest dudes of the school for nothing. Billy should have guessed René enjoyed a good toke, which meant he wasn’t a straight edge like the jocks and preps. He was part of the rocker clique, and they indulged in parties now and then, though music was their top priority.

	Billy licked his dried lips. “Well, if you want, I can share some of mine after detention.”

	The corners of René’s eyes pinched again. He wrinkled his nose. “Pass.”

	Something resembling cold water doused Billy. He should have known better than to offer an invitation to a snobby Oshawee. “Go to your job. I won’t keep you any longer at Chrome Dome’s order.”

	Billy snatched his backpack and stormed for the door.

	“I said sit down.”

	“As if.”

	“Sit down. Now. If you leave, you’ll get the boot.”

	“Like I care.”

	“Yeah, like you care. Guess you wanna be the same as your brother and cousins, hey? A drunken, stoned, welfare loser who’s always in and out of jail?”

	Billy whipped around. René simply stared.

	Had Mr. Carlson threatened the dude into helping? Why was René so desperate for them to finish this stupid paper? Why should he care if Billy stayed or split?

	“What’s going on?” Mr. McGee’s voice carried into the classroom. The teacher glared.

	Billy could lie or shove his way out of the classroom. It was his choice.

	 


Chapter Three: I Don’t Need Any More Friends

	 

	 

	Billy didn’t even have a precious two seconds to make his decision. He fired out, “I was going to the john.”

	Mr. McGee quirked his thicker-than-a-carpet eyebrow. “You do know you have to request permission.”

	“How am I supposed to do that when you’re not here?” Billy used an even tone so it was understood he wasn’t mouthing off.

	“You’re in grade ten. I’m sure you’re more than capable of controlling your bladder until I check in on you. Go ahead and use the washroom. I want you back here right away.”

	“Yes, sir.” Billy almost gagged on the word. He scooted around the teacher to the boys’ washroom down the hall. At least he wasn’t asked why he had his backpack.

	He pushed on the door and scrambled into the washroom the seniors and OAC students used. He rested his hand on one of the five sinks.

	He’d been ready to split. Ready to end high school. René’s eyes from this morning and moments ago were to blame for Billy staying.

	The feelings were happening again. He threw on the taps and splashed cold water on his face, but the tingles coating his skin and the quivers running down his spine continued. This was happening too often, especially whenever he stared at the picture of Chris Cornell and Eddie Vedder copping a kiss, or Anthony Keidis laying one on Eddie’s lips. Then there was David Grohl and Krist Novoselic swapping spit at the music awards show.

	Sure, it was cool for rock stars to let their mouths do the bump and grind, but not on an Indian Reserve in Northwestern Ontario, the most macho place in Canada. If Hoyt snuck inside Billy’s brain—especially if he dared to drool over an Oshawee—his older brother wouldn’t stop the beating until the last ounce of digging on guys spilled from Billy’s guts.

	He splashed more cold water on his face. Droplets dribbled off his lashes, and some soaked the soft curls of his bangs. The heat on his cheeks subsided. He yanked down a paper towel and patted away the cool dampness on his skin. His normal copper-brown color returned, flushing away the rosy hue.

	Squaring his shoulders, he shuffled back to the classroom. When he edged through the entranceway, he kept his arms crossed. René remained at the desk, writing. He didn’t even glance up.

	Billy slumped in the other desk still squashed beside René’s. “What’re you doing?”

	“My homework. Dude...” René set aside his pen. “Are we doing this or not? Make up your mind.”

	The flicker of attitude in his impatient reply created a flash of annoyance, but Billy willed away the raw redness. “Yeah, we’re doing it.”

	“Then let’s start again.” René picked up his pen. “You said Stu approached you. He wanted... candy. I thought you were being a jerk to him. We got into it. How could we have settled our dust-up, other than the way we did?”

	“By believing me.” The plea softly slid from Billy’s mouth. For once, couldn’t someone believe him?

	“Maybe I should have, but here’s the thing—you got a bad rep.”

	So much for someone handing Billy the benefit of the doubt in a nicely wrapped package. “You got a rep, too. Everyone on the rez knows you don’t want anything to do with ‘skins.”

	“Nobody gave me a reason to chill.”

	Billy rubbed his pencil. He might not need a dirt bike to impress René, after all. The here and now was Billy’s chance to give René a reason. “What would it take?”

	“It doesn’t matter. Look, I’m in grade twelve. I have friends already. I don’t need any more friends. It’s too late for me to wanna—”

	“Why’s it too late?”

	“It just is. Let’s get back to the report.”

	“I thought that’s what we were doing.”

	“We are.” René flicked the tip of the pen against the paper.

	“I said we could have avoided our scrap if you would’ve believed me. You said you didn’t ‘cause of my rep. I said you also have a rep. Maybe this is why I got in your face? Maybe I don’t like being disrespected either.”

	“Considering what you do, how do you expect anyone to give you respect?”

	“I deserve it as much as anyone else on the rez.”

	“My dad and brother told me respect’s earned. Do you think you’ve done anything to earn respect? My respect?”

	Billy ground his teeth. At the elementary school on the reserve, he’d joined in on his buddies’ bullying because he was a Redsky and had a reputation to protect. But when he’d started high school last year, silence had permeated the bus ride into the city. He now spent the fifteen-minute drive sketching, glancing out his window and daydreaming, or people and car watching, while his buddies slept.

	“Well?” Impatience was splattered all over René’s question.

	“I don’t give anyone attitude on the bus ride.”

	“Why’s that?”

	“I dunno. It got old.”

	“What got old?”

	“Being a... jerk.” Taunting, teasing, and throwing snowballs had seemed too childish and not worth the energy.

	“Why’s that?”

	“You’re sure asking a lot of questions.”

	“We’re working on a report.” This time, gentleness coated René’s words.

	Yeah, they were doing something special together. “There’s more important stuff going on.”

	“You mean studying?”

	“Uh...” Hell no. A D-average was good enough. Using his index finger, Billy drew an outline of Cinnamon Bear on the top of the desk. “I’d rather... do my own thing now.”

	“What kind of thing?”

	“Drawing.”

	“Chrome Dome said you’re ace. He said you won awards at Thunder Cloud.”

	Billy’s old elementary school on the reserve. “How come you never went there?”

	“I’m all about Sir Wil. It’s where my buds hung.” René’s gaze dropped to the paper.

	“Didn’t have any homeboys at the red school?”

	“As if.” A scowl crept onto René’s face. Then his brows relaxed. “It doesn’t matter. I already had friends, and they went to Sir Wil.” He glanced away and then looked back. “Y’know, Chrome Dome said you’re pretty smart. You’re pulling in a D-average and don’t study. You even miss a shitload of classes. He said if you applied yourself, you’d be an A student.”

	“There’s no point. I’m outta here in January. The ‘Peg’s the place to be. North end. It’s a happening ‘hood. My cousins and bro go there quite a bit.”

	“You’re turning sixteen in January and moving to Winnipeg?”

	“Why not? It sure beats the rez. It sure beats T. Bay. The ‘Peg’s bigger and way more hip.”

	“Gonna be like your brother—welfare case, drunk, and dealing candy for the rest of your life?”

	Something tight wrapped Billy’s ribs. “Easy to say when you come from the royal family.”

	“Wrong. Just like every other residential school survivor, my parents dropped out, too. Thing is, they went back to school. So did my uncles and aunts. They told me an education’s important if you wanna get anywhere in life. You don’t wanna get anywhere?”

	“Does it matter? Why does Chrome Dome care anyway?”

	“Maybe he doesn’t want you to end up like your brother and cousins.”

	This jerk had a triple attitude problem. All he did was shit-talk everyone on the reserve who wasn’t an Oshawee. “And you’re perfect?”

	“Me? Perfect? Dude, you’re pointing your finger at the wrong guy.” René scowled at the window.

	Huh? Prince Oshawee didn’t believe he was a bag of ketchup chips? Shouldn’t he be stuck on himself for being one cool dude?

	René shifted in his seat. He gripped and re-gripped the pen while folding his long legs over the other. Then he sat straight, crossing his ankles. “Let’s finish this.”

	Something weird was going on. Only Billy squirmed and shifted about when uncomfortable, not René, Mr. Too Cool for his t-shirt and leather jacket. Did his discomfort have to do with the boys on the reserve hating on him?

	Well, Billy was no hater. For sure they’d become friends. They’d be more than friends. If René had some hidden insecurities going on, this meant Billy stood a chance by becoming a cooperative student willing to learn. “Sure. Where were we?”

	“Uh...” René rattled the page. “I stopped at earning respect.”

	The very reason why they’d gotten off topic. “I guess I had it coming ‘cause, as you said, my rep’s bad.”

	“You didn’t have it coming. I coulda cut you some slack, but...” René’s gaze seemed far away. His lips settled into a flat line. “It doesn’t matter.” He shrugged. “The fact is, I shoulda listened to you.”

	“Guess all we cared about was hearing our own... voices.” Billy had his reasons. No one ever listened to him. Everyone made assumptions, even Mom and Hoyt. “I get on the defensive too easily.”

	“I... I might jump to conclusions too easily.”

	They turned their heads. The edges of René’s irises softened to cocoa delicious enough to sip. His light-brown skin with a hint of red undertones glowed.

	Billy trembled. No wonder girls pegged this guy as the bomb. What he wouldn’t give to earn the super-special wide, teeth-baring, eyes-twinkling smile René tossed at chicks and his buddies, especially his main man who always rode shotgun in the truck.

	But Billy was a Redsky. The muscles in his shoulders tensed. He wouldn’t beat himself up. They were here, sitting together, working on a project René had agreed to do. He could have used his hot-shot dad to get out of the situation if he’d really wanted to. Nobody told Chief Oshawee no.

	René’s skin pinkened. “We should finish.”

	His voice skimmed Billy’s backside. Something resembling a blanket swaddled him.

	René’s bangs hung in front of his eyes. His sagging shoulders and bowed head mirrored any other dude who got down on himself. He wasn’t the super-special Prince Oshawee who did no wrong or felt no wrong. He was... normal, the same as Billy, needing reassurance he was hip because he was simply René.

	Billy tucked his hand beneath him so he wouldn’t lay his palm over René’s smooth fingers and squeeze them. “You okay?”

	“I’m fine.” René’s jaw stiffened. He shook back his bangs and started writing. “I’ll make a note we both assessed our behaviors and concluded what we did was wrong. Then I’ll write we established a better way to communicate our differences.”

	“We did?”

	René glanced up. “We incorrectly judged each other based on hearsay.”

	“Hearsay? Huh?”

	“Hearsay is what we hear from others without taking the time to ask the person for the truth.”

	“You mean a rumor?”

	“Yeah. Rumor.”

	“Just say that. Why all the fancy words?”

	“We’re writing a report. I can’t say, Uh-huh, we’re down with each other now. We won’t listen to the hype spread by others. From here on out, I’ll ask my homie upfront if he’s shit-talking me.”

	The snigger bubbled up Billy’s throat.

	René’s eyes crinkled at the corners, and his cheeks plumped to half-apples. His chuckle feathered Billy’s spine.

	“You mean if I’ve gone gansta?” The teasing easily left Billy’s mouth.

	“Gansta...” René chuckled again. He tossed the pen on the desk. “I’d say we have enough words for Carlson. We gotta be in his office before the second bell tomorrow.”

	What? They were done? But they were only getting started after sparring back and forth until they’d found a groove. More than a groove. They were gelling. Billy was the drumsticks for René to play a beat. They couldn’t be done.

	“Um...” Billy had to think up something so this special moment didn’t end. “I can write it out really nice for Chrome Dome.” He shivered at finally wanting to please another person.

	“Don’t worry about it. I have a laptop. I’ll type it up when I get home and print it out on Mom’s printer.”

	“You own a laptop?” A dude had to fork over an arm, a leg, and his balls for one of those babies.

	“Yeah. My parents got it for me to make homework easier. In the upper grades, the teachers toss out stacks this high.” René raised his hand a good foot from the top of the desk.

	“Guess they would since you’re in the advanced classes.” Billy and the other dumb-assed spazzes were in the general classes.

	“I gotta take the advanced classes if I wanna make university.” René’s smile was cute and closed-mouthed. He had dimples. Not true dimples but sweet lines beneath his cheekbones.

	“Cool.” Billy could have stared at René forever. “What you taking?”

	“For my undergraduate, BA in political science. I haven’t—” René frowned. “It doesn’t matter. We should book. Where’s McGee?”

	“Isn’t he making phone calls?” They seemed to be doing a dance of two steps forward and one step back. At this rate, Billy would never make progress with this guy. Whenever he assumed he was getting close, René switched gears. What was he afraid of? Why couldn’t he keep talking instead of changing the subject?

	Mr. McGee swished into the classroom. He leaned on the desk and folded his arms. “How are we doing?”

	“We’re finished. I’m going to type up our report tonight after I do my homework,” René said in a respectful tone.

	“Good. Good.” Mr. McGee clapped his hands together. “Then you’re dismissed.”

	René gathered his books and stood.

	How was Billy supposed to get home? The reserve was on the other side of the two rivers. “No wheels.”

	“I guess you should have considered your predicament before you started trouble, hmm?” Mr. McGee’s grin was an epic fail of the Cheshire cat’s.

	The dumb teacher was lucky René was here or Billy would tell McGee to eat it. “Uh, yes, sir.”

	“I’m going to the rez. I’ll give him a lift.” René withdrew his keys. “Let’s bounce.”

	And here Eyebrows McGee and Chrome Dome Carlson had thought they’d wrecked Billy’s day. Try again. This was turning out to be the best day of his life.

	 


Chapter Four: Roll Another One

	 

	 

	Billy strode across the pavement of the school parking lot. Only a few cars remained. Moving vehicles filled Churchill Drive, some of the cars turning into the driveways of the houses across the way.

	René smoked a cigarette. He’d never said anything when they’d left the detention room. He’d never said anything when they’d walked down the stairs. And he’d never said anything when they trekked through the main entranceway.

	Somehow, Billy had to get them back in their earlier groove or he could kiss off a budding friendship. “You still take your rat out for a spin?”

	“No.”

	“Why not?” The stuffed bear Hoyt’s girlfriend kept in the asshole’s bedroom talked more than René did. Funny how he found his mouth if surrounded by his buddies and adoring fans in the school hallways.

	“Don’t have the time.” René puffed on the cigarette. Smoke billowed from his nostrils and between his lips.

	“What’s keeping you busy?”

	“Work. Studying. Rehearsal.”

	“Yeah. Noticed you guys rehearse a lot. What are you rehearsing for?”

	Anarchic Aggregation, or AA as everyone jokingly referred to their gigs as, was the rock group René drummed in. They’d already played the homecoming dance last week, which Billy had attended to only sell weed. The next school event was the Halloween Dance.

	“You gotta rehearse to stay tight. Same as when you draw. I bet you draw for the heck of it.” René flicked away his cigarette butt.

	True. Billy stopped at the truck. They got in.

	The engine roared to life and settled to an idling rumble.

	For Billy to buy something remotely close to these wheels, he’d have to go all Goodfellas and pull off a Lufthansa heist. “Ever lucky.”

	René hit a button on the stereo and ejected the CD. He reached into the console and swapped out the music. White Zombie blasted through the speakers. The crisp, clean sound vibrated in Billy’s throat. Not an ounce of feedback with the music at eleven. He pointed at the button.

	René huffed a pfft from the corner of his mouth and flicked the volume dial lower. “What?”

	“Thought you might wanna keep rapping. Your wheels are boss. Nice leather.” Billy rubbed the seat’s smooth upholstery.

	“It’s a special edition.” René shifted the stick and guided them through the parking lot. “I didn’t want cloth.”

	“Didn’t think you were a cloth guy.” Billy cleared his throat. “I’m getting a dirt bike. Been saving my coin.”

	“Seriously?” Leave it to René to sound shocked at a Redsky purchasing something instead of stealing it.

	“Yeah. Been eyeing one at Moe’s Motorcycles.”

	“Moe’s?” René let out a low whistle under his breath. He turned the truck onto the street. “They got prime stuff. That’s where I got both of mine. Whatcha eyeballing?”

	“An eighty-eight Rocket.” Billy glanced at the bungalows and perfectly mowed lawns they passed.

	“Why the Rocket?” The tone of René’s voice said Billy was forking over cash for a moped.

	Unlike the royal spare, Billy could only afford the lowest class of dirt bikes ever produced. “It’s the cheapest one.”

	“I see.” René steered the truck onto the super-busy James Street, which led to the reserve. “Is that why you’re dealing?”

	“Err... yeah.”

	René tilted his head to the side and tapped his lower lip, the way Mr. Jones did in math class when the teacher was thinking. He again cranked the tunes.

	Billy folded his arms and sat back. The dude was making conversation impossible. Something might change his mind, though. Who could resist a hoot?

	He reached over and lowered the stereo button.

	René’s nose twitched.

	Tough. Billy had something to say, and he was saying it. “Y’know, I offered to write up the report ‘cause you did a lot of the work. Got forced to stay after school and lost an evening’s pay. Major props, man. Nobody’s done that for me before. You’re even typing it up on your laptop.”

	“No prob.” René offered a small smile.

	“So what d’you say? Smoke one? It’s on me.” Billy patted the breast pocket of his jacket.

	“Sure. Why not?” René’s smile broadened to a teeth-baring grin, flashing his dimples. “We can take a cruise up the mountain.”

	He led them over the swing bridge. They drove another click before coming to a stop at the T.

	René guided them left onto City Road. They headed for the main area of the reserve, following the bike path on the right and passing the usual Oshawee businesses.

	After another click, they came upon Ojibway Drive.

	Billy sat straighter. Wait till everyone saw him in the truck. But there was nobody around. Not even kids playing in the overgrown ditches. Everyone was probably inside eating supper.

	They left behind the homes. The road became turns and slight hills. They veered off Ojibway Drive and took the vehicle up Mountain Road. The thick brush was green-leaved hands stretching to sweep the sides of the truck.

	“You keep this to yourself.” René pointed.

	Whenever he did this, the dude meant business. Billy had wanted to brag about getting the royal spare high, but he’d be chill, or René might start turning up his nose again.

	Halfway up the mountain, the truck rolled into the lookout area. Nobody was in the parking lot. René steered them to a spot. Below them was a full view of the reserve and millions of jack pine. Farther out was the river and then the city. Beyond that was the awesome panorama of Lake Superior and the Sleeping Giant, a huge rock formation resembling an enormous man resting on his back.

	“I could sit here forever.” Billy got out of the truck.

	In the trees, crows cawed. A squirrel darted into the underbrush.

	René followed.

	They wandered to the railing and leaned against it. The smell was even stronger up here—a mixture of sap, musk, and fresh air.

	From the cigarette package, Billy removed the joint. He handed the spliff over to René. “It’s grade-A Acapulco Gold. My bro only scores the best of the best. Go ahead. Light ‘er up.”

	“Yeah?” René slid the joint between his lips. He withdrew a box-like platinum lighter with a checkered pattern and rolled his thumb across the silver wheel. A flame appeared—the kind even the wind couldn’t extinguish.

	“Nice. Didn’t think you were a disposable lighter sort of guy.”

	René puffed. He pocketed the lighter. After a couple of drags, the smoke curled from his mouth. He just as quickly drew it back between his full lips. “‘Ere.”

	While pinching the white reed between his index finger and thumb, Billy brushed René’s fingers. The heat from René’s flesh seared Billy’s skin. He snatched the joint, breath jumping. His fluttering lungs weren’t ready to draw in the sweet aroma, but he had no choice. He puffed a few times. His pounding heart quickened in rhythm.

	Shit, he had to return the joint back to René.

	Billy held out his hand. When René’s smooth flesh steamed against Billy’s, he shuddered. Before his shaking knees gave way, René’s hand vanished.

	The smoke swirling in Billy’s windpipe caught somewhere. The burning sensation raked his throat. He doubled over, coughing. Phlegm saturated his mouth. He hocked out the spit. Great. Just great. He was a total doofus for blowing his toke. He hadn’t blown a toke since he’d first started smoking in grade eight.

	No snide remarks. No cracking jokes. René simply sucked on the joint and rolled the smoke out as he’d done before and drew it back between his lips. He held out his hand. “‘Ere.”

	Billy seized the joint. He’d prove he knew what he was doing. He inhaled. Shit, he’d taken too big of a drag. His throat screamed again. The flesh lining his neck cried for water as a fire erupted in his windpipe. For the second time, he doubled over and coughed.

	“Dude?”

	“I...” Cough, cough, cough. “I...”

	“Hang on a sec.”

	Billy kept hacking. He held his throat, rubbing the raw area.

	René’s boot heels scraped the gravel. Billy rested his hand on the railing and wiped his mouth. He sure could use a big drink of something.

	“Here.”

	Billy snatched the can and dumped the ice-cold pop down his throat. His windpipe sang in approval. He wiped his mouth. His lids flickered to René puffing on the joint.

	“‘Ere.”

	This time Billy would start small. He clasped the joint and took a tiny toke. There, that was better. He puffed again. This was doable. The smoke was a line of satin coating his raw throat all the way to his lungs.

	The longer they passed the joint back and forth, the more Billy’s head lightened. Fuzz crept up his spine. He sat back on the ground and hung his arms over the railing.

	René also sank to the ground. His long legs and boots dangled over the ledge. “Do me a favor and get me a cream soda from the cooler. It’s in the box of my wheels.”

	“Sure.” Billy pulled his heavy legs up. As he meandered to the truck, his body buzzed. Everything weighed a ton—arms, head, and feet. He reached into the box and slid a cream soda from the small drink cooler.

	When he returned, René puffed on a cigarette.

	“Here.”

	“Thanks, man.”

	Their fingers brushed together. The same electrifying current sizzled up Billy’s arm to his throbbing heart. He plopped down beside René to his clean, crisp scent. What Billy wouldn’t give to lean in and sniff the guy.

	René snapped open the pop can. He tilted his head. His Adam’s apple bobbed while he swallowed. “What?”

	“N-nothing.” The dude wasn’t just handsome. He was beautiful. Sweat coated Billy’s skin, threatening to morph into a blaze and consume his insides.

	“So you really wanna buy a rat, hey?” René took a drag off the cigarette. Smoke swirled around his face and drifted off.

	“Yeah.”

	“I’ll sell you mine.”

	Get out of town. The inferno vanished, and the light heat of a cozy candle simmered in Billy’s blood. The dude dug him. Why else would René offer to sell the dirt bike? “For real?”

	“Sure. Why not?”

	“I just didn’t think...” you liked me.

	“I’ll talk to my uncle. He needs someone to clean the store twice a week. I do the light stuff. Sweeping before close-up and whatnot, but my uncle wants the floors mopped and waxed, bathroom kept spotless, shelves and counter dusted... y’know. You up for it?”

	“Yeah. For sure.” Wait’ll everyone saw Billy working at the video store.

	“He doesn’t want the place looking like shit. You gotta do a good job.”

	“I can. I already do. Who d’you think cleans my crib?”

	“You clean the house?” René’s contorted face said only losers cleaned.

	“I do it all.”

	“Your mom doesn’t work. What does she do all day?”

	“Drink. What else?” If not for her welfare check, she could drop off planet Earth for all Billy cared.

	“So why do you have to play maid?”

	“‘I don’t want my nose busted.”

	“Your nose?” René’s brows tilted downward at the corners, and his mouth dropped open. “She threatened to bust your nose?”

	“No. My bro did. If I don’t take care of biz, Hoyt lets me have it.” Billy’s stomach rumbled. He shouldn’t have split his lunch with his buddies, but hell, it wasn’t their fault their moms didn’t buy food either.

	“Munchies?” René snickered.

	“I’ll go home later and make a peanut butter sammich... if there’s bread.” Billy had used the last slices to fix his sandwiches today.

	“Are you telling me there’s no food in the house?”

	“Mom gets those food boxes from the band office. The bread don’t last long. I use that up the first week.” Shit, Billy hadn’t admitted this to anyone—except for his main men who were living in the same hell—so why tell René?

	“You mean those monthly food boxes?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Nobody eats at your place?”

	“Why would they? All they care about is dope, coke, and booze.”

	“How’d your brother morph into The Terminator by not eating?”

	“He eats. He has supper somewhere, usually Ted’s Restaurant.” It was the biggest dive in the city, where all the Indians gathered to eat or drink coffee.

	Again, Billy’s stomach rumbled. He’d kill for Chunky Chicken’s eleven herbs and spices, fries, and gravy. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten fast food.

	“I’m hungry, too. Let’s get some nachos.”

	The gas bar sold those. “Sure, man.”

	They got into the truck and raced down the mountain with the speakers blasting Tool’s latest CD.

	Billy stole a peek at René, who looked straight ahead, doing his drumming thing on the steering wheel. His thick, straight hair brushed his jacket collar from his movement. The window was ajar, and the breeze ruffled his long bangs parted down the middle. His lips were puckered in a slight pout.

	“What, man?” René reached for the volume button on the stereo.

	“Huh?”

	“Why you staring at me?”

	Billy had been staring? So what? The ganja left him floating on clouds. Why not stare at something dreamy-looking? “I dunno.”

	“Don’t. It’s weird.” René turned onto Ojibway Drive.

	Normally, the insult would nick Billy’s pride with a little wound. Not this evening. He leaned his head on the leather seat. “I feel awesome.”

	For once he did, and it wasn’t from the joint. Rene’s presence had eased Billy into a soothing slumber cozier than a big blanket.

	This was meant to be. They were meant to be. He just had to make René see it, too.
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