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  Nathan's Pet Shark


Before the blood and the screaming, there was the library. 
Nathan’s plump fingers delicately thumbed the paper and hardback books on the shelf just below his eye level.  His head cocked to one side so as to better read the titles and the authors’ names on the spines, names and titles he had read dozens of times this school year alone.  Not that he had to do this on this particular aisle, as this aisle, as well as many others in the Kwinana Public Library, were as familiar to him as was the contents of the pantry at home.
School had ended for the year a little over three weeks ago and at the behest of his mum and dad he had left the safe confines of his bedroom and the kitchen, more specifically the refrigerator and pantry, and sought solitude and safety elsewhere.  Begrudgingly, he had complied.  Instead of contacting some of the few friends he had, Nathan had sought the solace of the library, seeking refuge that he felt only the library within the books on the shelves could provide outside of his family home and his bedroom.  Nathan was more than acutely aware of his own awkwardness amongst his own peers and his popularity, or lack thereof, amongst those of his own age.  Even his teachers throughout the year had shown their disapproval and sometimes open disgust at the rotund twelve-year-old.  They thought their side long glances as they stood at the head of the classroom teaching algebraic formulas and the parliamentary system of Australia had gone unnoticed by Nathan, that he had been too engrossed in his non-fiction books, when he should have been nose deep in his textbooks, to notice. But when one was the butt of every joke and ridiculed as much as he was, whether he was in hearing shot or not, one acquired the ability to sense the eyes of those around him and the snarky comments made about him.  His own personal spiderman sixth-sense.  A fat spider-man at that.
And the funny thing out of all that?  It didn’t bother him at all. 
All the name calling and jibes, the stares.  They meant nothing to him.  He had come to terms with his weight and had decided long ago that if people couldn’t accept him for who he was, overweight or not, then he didn’t need them in his life.  And he had developed a way of dealing with all of that, to blank them all out and lose himself in his own little world.
Books. Libraries.  And his interest in sharks.
Nathan pulled a thick book with a light blue spine.from the shelf and carefully examined the front cover.  The cover was of an undersea landscape with multi-colored coral and several tiny seahorses drifting along with the unseen current.  In the middle of the cover was a massive Great White Shark, its mouth partially open, which gave it a menacing look even if the thing was just a two-dimensional photo on the cover of a book.  The jagged and cracked teeth inside of the shark’s mouth looked like small misshapen arrow heads to Nathan.  He knew the average bite force of a Great White was around four-thousand PSI, enough to sever a human in half without even trying.  They can swim nearly sixty kilometres an hour and one of the coolest things he had discovered in all the time he had been reading about the ocean predators was that they had existed long before the dinosaurs.  They had survived global extinction events, ice ages spanning millions of years and even humans.  With all the technological advancements humans had made in the small blip of time they had been around, Nathan thought, the Great White Shark was still around dominating the ocean.  
The book’s title was The Ocean Predator: The Great White Shark.  
Nathan knew this title was a misnomer and was more of a marketing tool by the author, the publisher or both.  Despite the age of the Great White Sharks, little was known about the ancient creatures and what little was known probably contained within these books on this one shelf. He had read all of them over time, and many of them more than once.  Nathan had been pestering his mum for the last several months, always without success, to take him to AQWA in the northern suburbs of Perth.  He had first seen the commercials for AQWA when he had been visiting his friend Ryan Townsend earlier on in the year to play on his Switch.  Ryan had just celebrated his fifteenth birthday and one of his aunts had bought him Hungry Shark World and Nathan couldn’t resist asking to play this game.  Nathan had had the time of his life playing the Switch game, not so much because he was hanging with a mate and having a blast with him but because he was, for a short time only, living vicariously through the eyes of a digital predator.  Something that knew no fear and couldn’t be told what to do.
To Nathan that was the ideal life.  That was the life for him.
He had hoped the Kwinana Library had bought some more titles on sharks, or at least had some shark titles returned but the books on the shelves were the exact ones he had seen during the week when he had been here last.  Thirteen titles to be exact dealt specifically with sharks of varying species while a few more titles further along the shelf were about marine life in general.  How to care for axolotls, different types of sea horses and how to care for them as pets, the life cycles of coral and the Great Barrier Reef.  It was all interesting to Nathan, but nothing beat the simple ferocity of sharks and the fear they instilled in the hearts of men and women alike.
Nathan had every intention of picking a book from the shelf and sitting in one of the half a dozen bean bags provided in the reading area, but the lack of new books had disheartened him.  He knew he could simply reread one of the heavier volumes and spend some time scanning the pictures and identifying certain species of sharks but Nathan decided to slowly head home. He thought his parents would be happy with the small amount of time he had spent away from home so far this morning. 
Baby steps, he heard his mum say.  Baby steps. 
He turned to walk out of the aisle when he heard laughing and snickering from the next aisle and then a mule-like braying he recognised all too well.  
Nathan’s heart sank and he silently cursed his luck.
The mule-like braying could only belong to The Blade, a lanky buck-toothed nightmare who was two grades older than Nathan.  The nickname had come from the homemade pocket knife he was wont to brandish and threaten with when no adults were around.  Rumour had it his uncle had made the knife specifically for him and had given it to Stephan on his tenth birthday.  After the celebrations and birthday party and several beers later, Stephan’s uncle had left the party and driven off the edge of the road and crashed into a tree.  His uncle had been found at least fifteen metres into the bush, his body broken and smashed up.  The engine block embedded into the front seat of the car.  Seatbelt or no seatbelt, some of the kids had said, there was no way he was going to survive that crash.
On more than one occasion, The Blade had drawn blood from some of his victims.  Slicing the side of a hip or the palm of a hand.  Students were too scared of him and his minions to dob on him.  Even if he was suspended or even expelled, The Blade was still capable of exacting his own sense of justice by tracking down the student and getting him after school or on weekends.  
He should have graduated from highschool at least two years earlier, rumour had it, however, he had been kept down a grade on more than a couple of occasions early on in his school career.  Instead of focusing on his study and school work.  The Blade’s main focus, his only focus, much to the detriment of his peers, was harassing and tormenting for his own pleasure.  Everyone at school knew The Blade’s real name was Stephan Arronovich.  To call him that to his face was to illicit and rage and ferocity every student at the highschool feared.  And rumour had it, some of the teachers as well.
And where there was The Blade, there were bound to be his minions.  Brad Unwin, Mike Garrett, Simon King.  His own personal lap dogs.
Nathan couldn’t think of any reason why these four would be in the library.  In all the time he had been coming here he had not once seen them anywhere near the library.  Nathan suspected the Dopey Pack, as he had begun to secretly call them, were allergic to anything that might cause them to learn.  
Nathan stepped closer to the rack of books and leaned in so his head was in a gap of books between a group of marine life books and books of whales and dolphins.  He heard snickering and childish chortling.  
“Look at her,” Nathan heard Mike Garret say.  He had a distinct lisp and nasal quality to his voice that Nathan was able to discern easily.  “She’s got bigs ‘uns.”
“Keep your voice down, dick,” another voice said.  This was The Blade.  His voice was low and ominous which made Nathan’s bladder shrink and he almost wet himself.  “You’re gonna get us kicked out.  Is that what you want, eh?”
“No, no, no, Blade.  O’cause not,” Mike said, his voice barely above a whisper.  His voice had taken on a contrite and apologetic tone for the sake of The Blade.  Not even one of his minions wanted to piss him off, Nathan noticed.  “Was just saying, that’s all.  She’s got nice ones, that’s what I’m saying.  Doesn’t she?  Whadya reckon?”
“Cause she does,” The Blade said, whispering himself.  “All these bitches got nice ones.”
Nathan heard pages of a magazine riffle and turn in the other aisle and Nathan thought he knew what they were doing.  Everyone in high school, especially the older students who had taken an interest in girls and even in some of the younger teachers, were aware the public library had stacks of magazines that contained a certain amount of adult material.  Normally these magazines could only be viewed by patrons over the age of eighteen but occasionally some of the more cunning students figured away to finagle a magazine or two for their own nefarious viewing.and purposes.  Obviously, it was The Blade’s and his small group of minion’s turn to peruse one of these stick magazines, as Nathan had heard some adults refer to them.
Nathan felt like an intruder listening in on their conversation as they examined the contents of the magazine, and he knew he had to make a run for it before they became aware of him spying on them.  
But he couldn’t.
This was one of the very first times he had ever caught them unawares and was able to listen in one of their private conversations.  He knew it was wrong.  He knew they would hurt him and embarrass him and make his life a living hell if they caught him.  Yet this was too good to give up.  Too juicy a detail and experience for him not to know about.  Nathan also thought he could use this as some sort of currency with some of the few people he called friends.  Maybe earn him some Switch time to play a certain Shark







