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Trouble and Strife

by Melissa Yi

 

When I realized that my uncle had disappeared, my first instinct was to strangle Beck.

Beck. The leader of the All Terrain Vehicle gang we’d met the night before, while we set up camp.

My next instinct was to dash back in the tent and check on my brother, Kevin. He’s only eight.

I unzipped the tent, yanked off my shoes, and launched myself inside the humid semi-darkness, even though I could already hear him snoring lightly. I threw my arms around his skinny little boy body, still wadded up inside his sleeping bag. He rolled away from me while I tried to think.

It’s possible that Uncle Leonard went for a walk and left his tent wide open. But his sandals had been sitting inside the tent flap.

Why would he abandon his shoes to tiptoe through the woods? Chinese people usually take off their shoes when they go in a house, or in this case, a tent. We’re raised that way, and it just makes sense. Why trot a bunch of dirt into your living space? But when we go out, we generally put those shoes back on.

On the other hand, Uncle Leonard was clearly not a normal guy. Even though I’m a resident doctor, I’m not sure how to diagnose him yet. He was odd, and made me uncomfortable, but not flat out crazy. Pretty medical-sounding, huh? In my defence, I want to do emergency med, not psych, and I’m only in what used to be called an internship year. I always figured I’ve got time to figure out crazy.

Until today.

It was September tenth, the weekend after Labour Day. Yesterday, the temperature reached almost 20 degrees Celsius, which is like a mild, spring day, but nighttime had dropped to half that. Now the sun had barely peaked over the horizon, and I felt chilled under my windbreaker. Certainly not barefoot weather.

Where could Uncle Leonard have gone?

First, though, I had to drag Kevin over to my parents’ tent and report up. It took a few crucial minutes to get him ambulatory and stumbling toward their tent, and even more to shake my parents awake and sentient.

“Uncle Leonard is missing?” my mother repeated. She’d groped for her glasses, but dropped them when my words percolated through.

I caught them one-handed, smearing the lenses, but she just shoved them over her ears, crooked, and said, “Daddy? Did you know about this?”

How could Dad know about it? He’d been snoring five minutes ago. “Mom,” I said, trying to sound reassuring instead of impatient, “he’s probably okay. We just have to find him.”

“I’m sure he just went to the bathroom,” said my father, who was already buckling his belt and pulling a new shirt over his head, trying not to whack any one of us within the confines of the tent. “Stay here.”

“My brother wouldn’t have gone to the bathroom without his sandals,” said Mom. “It’s just not sanitary.”

I almost laughed, because it was exactly something Mom would say, before I asked, “Did he bring an extra pair of shoes?”

Mom shook her head. “He was talking about that when we picked him up. He only had one pair, and the bottom was wearing out of them. He showed me.”

“Maybe he went swimming,” said Kevin. “I’m going to check the river layout on Google Maps. Or it’s probably on the website. What’s this place called again, the Domhnall Dubh Camping Grounds? Can I borrow your phone, Mom?”

“He doesn’t know how to swim,” said Mom.

We stared at her.

She shrugged. “We didn’t learn how to swim, growing up in Hong Kong. Your Aunt Lucy and I took lessons in Canada, but he wanted to stay inside and read instead.”

Mom had always insisted that Kevin and I take swimming lesson, because she almost drowned in a pool. She told that story so many times, it became a “Yeah, Mom. Uh huh” tale, but now it wasn’t so funny anymore.

“I’ll go look. You stay here,” said Dad, shrugging into a lined windbreaker.

“Dad.” I grabbed his slippery, blue nylon sleeve. “You remember those ATV guys from last night? Beck and his…family?”

He nodded slowly. We all remembered the snaggle-toothed, noisy, racist herd.

I licked my lips. “I don’t think you should go after them.”

He snorted. “I’ll go talk to the campground owner. Joe.”

“It’s 7:06 a.m. in the off-season. Are they open?”

He checked his watch and shook his head. “They open at eight.”

“Okay. So who else is here, besides Beck and his gang? They had four ATV’s last night, each one with two to four people on it. Let’s say ten people, plus maybe more back at their camp.” They’d sounded like a few dozen while partying last night. My point was, we were outnumbered.

“I can’t leave my brother!” Mom yelled, her voice filling the small dome tent.

I gritted my teeth. “Mom, no one wants to leave Uncle Leonard, but we have to do this intelligently. Last night, we said we’d stick together. Are we going to split up now?”

Dad gestured at me. “When did you notice he was missing?”

“Almost half an hour ago.”

“Okay. That’s not too bad.”

It wasn’t too good, either. The sooner you find a missing person, the better. And thirty minutes is a long time to go to the bathroom.

“Let’s call the police,” said my brother. “That’s what they tell us at school.”

Dad sighed. “He’s probably just lost in the woods.”

“How big is the campground?” I asked.

Dad pressed his lips together.

Kevin brought up the map on Mom’s phone. “Twenty-seven miles along the waterfront. We came in through Domhnall Dubh Road, see? Here’s the cabin rental and canteen right off the entrance where we talked to Joe. Then we drove around the corner, past the toilets, and all campsites are along the waterfront. The yellow dots are the ‘serviced’ ones are on the left and the green dots are ‘unserviced’ ones are on the right of that fork.” He wrinkled his nose. “What does ‘serviced’ mean?”

“It means they have water and electricity,” I said, even though that strained the limit of my camping knowledge. “They’re probably in RV’s, with their own stoves and toilets and that kind of stuff. They were blasting their music all night, remember?” I shook my head. Recreational Vehicles and ATV’s. Some getting back to nature.

Twenty-seven miles was a big area for us to search. But depending how long and how far Uncle Leonard had wandered, we should be able to find him. Of course, he might have headed inland and started walking Domhnall Dubh Road, back to my grandparents’ house in Ottawa. Who knew what Uncle Leonard might be thinking?

“Did Joe say how many people were here?” I asked Dad. “Is it just us and the ATV people?”

Dad shook his head, but after a minute, he said, “There was a man and a woman buying ice.”

Right. When we bought Uncle some cigarettes and Kevin some Tic-Tacs from Joe’s canteen last night, to keep them calm and away from Beck’s gang, a couple of Caucasian senior citizens wandered in, wearing sweatpants and Tilley hats that didn’t disguise their strong, wiry build. I remembered the way they’d said, “Good evening,” which was a big step up from the blond ATV kid hollering, “Chinks!”

I glanced at the dim light shining through the white nylon tent. “It’s barely light out. I think we should go out together, instead of leaving some of us behind.” Mom’s questions and Kevin’s short legs would slow us down, but I couldn’t let my father face the ATV mob alone. “We should check out the bathrooms and also the canteen. He might have wandered over to try and buy some cigarettes.”

“We just bought him a whole pack!” said Mom, but I towed her outside and pointed to the front of Uncle’s tent, which faced the road. At least a dozen cigarettes littered the ground, with footprints pressed in the dirt all around it.

“I should have slept in his tent instead of with Dad,” said Mom. “We shouldn’t have left him alone, by himself, in the woods.”

I didn’t answer. Uncle Leonard smelled like greasy hair, lemon cough drops, and sometimes body odour. He hardly talked, except to say obscure things like “Trouble and strife,” which was Cockney slang that Kevin found hilarious, but weirded everyone else out. I wouldn’t let Kevin sleep with him, and I wasn’t crazy about doing it myself. Plus, that would have left my dad alone, because my parents packed a two-person tent that they used to squeeze me into when I was little. They’d sprung for a new tent for me and Kevin after I’d offered to take Dad fishing for his birthday. My uncle was a last-minute addition who didn’t fit anywhere except in my grandparents’ vintage tent. And now he was missing. I said, “Maybe the three of you could sleep together tonight, after we find him.”

Dad sighed.

I caught myself. What a terrible birthday present. I added, “Or not. Anyway, listen. I just wanted to show you that he looks like he smoked all his cigarettes in one night. Maybe he wanted more.”

“How many are in a pack?” Kevin said.

“About twenty,” I said, which I only know because when I take a patient history, I ask how many cigarette packs they inhale.

Kevin wandered around Uncle’s tent, which was mostly set up on well-worn grass just behind the road. I opened my mouth to ask him not to, because he was messing up the footprints, but he was keeping a pretty wide berth, maybe because of goose poop on the grass, before he said, “I counted nineteen.”

“So maybe he did go for more cigarettes,” I said. “He was down to his last one.”

Mom turned on Dad. “I told you not to buy any for him!”

Dad glared at her.

I said, “Mom. You remember how he started begging cigarettes from Beck, the leader on the































































































OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
a Hope Sze short story.

GONE FISHING

— Trouble and Strife—





