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Butcher's Hook

by Melissa Yi

 

My crazy Uncle Leonard was holding a limp, little boy in his arms.

On the rocky edge of Black Donald Lake. In the rain.

I scrambled over a decorative border of waist-high granite boulders, praying that the boy was still alive.

I was the doctor. I had to get to him first. My hands and sneakers slipped on the rock, but I clambered up the nearest one and jumped on to the stony beach.

Rocks stabbed me through the thin soles of my shoes. I ignored them. I could hear my family’s breath panting and the slap of their shoes on stones behind me as they ran through the rain, too.

“Help!” Mom yelled, but when I twisted around, Dad was helping her up on a boulder. She already had one leg on top while he boosted her the rest of the way up. My eight-year-old brother, Kevin, was skinny enough that he could squeeze in between the boulders instead of climbing them.

Meanwhile, Uncle Leonard slowly rotated toward me, labouring under the weight of the child in his arms. The boy’s head, arms, and legs flopped in a way that told me he was unconscious, if not dead.

I whipped across the rocky beach toward him, my voice tearing through the air. “Uncle Leonard!”

Uncle glanced at me like he wasn’t sure he recognized me through his rain-spattered glasses, before he gazed down at the boy in his arms. Closer now, only twenty feet away, the hind part of my brain wondered why Uncle’s shirt and jeans were soaked with water.

The boy was drenched. His blond hair was caked to his skull, drops of water ran down his face, and his white shirt had turned transparent with water.

More importantly, the boy wasn’t moving. His head lolled toward me, lips bluish-pink, skin pasty white, eyes closed. His arms and legs dangled like fallen branches.

Uncle heaved the boy toward his chest with a burst of strength, but his arms trembled. He couldn’t hold the boy much longer, but Uncle managed to totter toward me, his bare feet stained with blood.

“Uncle!” I hollered.

In the distance, I heard a male voice shout. A woman’s higher voice answered, before an ATV engine gunned to life. Our coked-up neighbours had noticed their child, Brandon, was missing.

“Hope,” said Uncle, in a terrible, empty voice, “He was in the fisherman’s.”

I didn’t want to know what he was talking about. Uncle Leonard rarely makes sense. I put on an extra burst of speed and panted up to their side, my eyes devouring the unconscious boy.

“What happened?” I asked, but I was already reaching for Brandon.

Uncle started to turn away from me, swinging the boy’s flaccid body toward Black Donald Lake. They were ten feet away from the water’s edge, but the last thing we needed was Uncle tossing Brandon into the waves.

I struggled to keep my voice calm and not move suddenly toward him. “Uncle. I’m a doctor. Please!”

He hesitated before he said, “I took a butcher’s. I saved him.”

A butcher’s? What?

My blood iced over, but I clung to the important part while the wind sprayed rain in my face. The only blood I spotted were some bright red smears on my uncle’s bare feet, from walking on the rocks. The boy didn’t look like he’d had his throat slit with a butcher’s knife, although he was terribly pale. I repeated out loud, “You saved him?”

Uncle’s head dipped in affirmation.

The roar of the ATV’s grew louder.

Kevin appeared by my side, panting and looking very small in the unzipped rain jacket I’d leant him. The wind gusted up and blew open the jacket, slapping me in the thigh.

Water started to seep into my shoes. Rain clung to my glasses, obscuring my vision, but I could see Uncle hesitating, still cradling Brandon close to his body, half-turned away from us.

I held out my arms. “Uncle, I need to examine him. Please.”

He shook his head. “He’s too cold.”

Yes. That’s exactly why I need to check him. My heart thrummed in my throat, but I raised my voice above the lapping of the water and the increasing clamour of the engines. “You mean you’re afraid the ground is too cold for him, Uncle?”

He nodded slowly.

“Kevin. I need this.” I ripped the rain jacket off his little shoulders and laid it on the rocks, like I was making a picnic blanket. It wouldn’t insulate Brandon much, but it would help a tiny bit, especially if it made my Uncle let go of the boy.

The ground shook with the force of the ATV’s ripping across the land. I heard a man’s voice bellowing, “Where’s Brandon? What did you do to my boy?”

Beck. The leader of the ATV gang.

Uncle gave no sign that he’d heard any of us, but after a long, breathless moment, he staggered toward the windbreaker and carefully laid the boy on it. “You take care of him.”

I wanted to weep. What had my uncle had done, or why? What did he mean, babbling about fishermen and butchers?

Kevin was already crying, “Hope, Hope…” beside me.

“Let’s start with the ABC’s, Kevin,” I said evenly. I was a doctor. I had a job to do. Airway, Breathing, and Circulation.

Airway first. Most children die from airway obstruction and breathing emergencies. I started to reach for his neck, to lift his chin up toward the sky, forcing Brandon’s tongue up and away from his trachea.

Before I made contact, I realized, Hang on. This could be a trauma.

What if the boy had slipped on the rocks and broken his neck? What if Uncle had—

Don’t go there. Start with cervical spine precautions. I changed position so that I was upside down over Brandon’s face. I squatted over the boy’s head and placed my hands on either side of his neck, my thumbs bracing the base of his skull.

Kevin knelt beside me, and I said, “I’m going to hold his neck. I might need you to take over for me. Can you see how I’ve got my hands?”

“Yes.”

Kevin is only eight, but very bright. I’d trust him ahead of my mother any day, who was limping her way toward us, with my father’s help, and probably wouldn’t make it before the ATV’s.

“I need to check if he’s breathing and breathe for him, if he’s not.” Wait. I shouldn’t let go of Brandon’s neck. Kevin was terrific, but only eight years old. I’d have to stabilize the C-spine and direct him on to A and B. “Can you see him breathing?” I thought I spotted Brandon’s little chest rise and fall, but I didn’t dare trust my eyes 100 percent through the rain and adrenaline. Another set of eyes would help.

“Yes,” said Kevin, his voice only trembling slightly.

The small chest moved again.

I started to breathe again myself. “That’s very good. Now I want you to check his pulse.”

Kevin raised his hand toward me, and I said, “Not his neck. I’m holding his neck. Try his wrist, or his…groin.” As soon as the words escaped me, I realized that he’d have no idea how to check for an inguinal pulse, but Kevin was already reaching for the little boy’s wrist and saying, “Where?”

“On the palm side. Under the thumb. Yeah. Turn his hand over and press on the wrist. Got it?”

After a long moment, he said, “I don’t know.”

“Okay. Try again.” Cardiac events are rare in children, but not impossible. Was that what made Brandon fall in the water?

I gritted my teeth and wished for a third hand. My hands and back were starting to lock up from holding Brandon in position.

I heard Beck kill his ATV engine and charge toward us, shouting and swearing. But first, my dad called, “What’s going on?”

I squinted up at Dad while my mother fell on Leonard. “Dad. I don’t know. We think he’s breathing, though. Can you check his pulse while Kevin calls 911?”

I don’t think my dad’s ever take a first aid course, but he picked up the boy’s wrist and felt it. After a minute, he nodded. Kevin sighed in relief.

“And he’s breathing?” I said. “Look, listen and feel.”

Dad leaned over the boy’s chest, and I explained, “Look for his chest rising and falling. Put your ear close to his nose to listen. And you can put your hand on his chest—”

Beck charged to our side just as Dad placed his hand on the boy’s chest.

“What’s going on here?” roared Beck. “What are you Chinks doing with my boy? Get away from him!”

My father and brother stepped back, but I couldn’t let go of Brandon’s neck. I craned my neck up at Beck and said, “I’m a doctor. I don’t know what happened here, but I’m trying to save your son’s life. Call 911.”

Brandon’s mother started screaming.

Beck yelled, “Why didn’t you call, if you’re a doctor?”

“I’m trying to hold his neck steady, in case he broke his neck,” I said, and Brandon’s mother wailed so loud, my body jerked. Still, I kept my hands steady, even though my hands arms ached throbbed and my jaw clenched.

My mother broke in, sounding calm, for once. “I’m calling them. They’re asking me if I need an ambulance or a police. I think an ambulance, right?”

“Right. Good job, Mom,” I said, trying not to look at my uncle. The police would come soon enough.

Uncle Leonard said, “I saved him. I was just taking a butcher’s—”

Beck smashed his fist across Leonard’s jaw.

Uncle’s head snapped to the side. He shook his head, stunned. His glasses landed on the rocks just before Beck plowed him in the stomach.

Mom screamed, “Stop. It’s my brother. Don’t hurt my brother!” As if Beck would care about our
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