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His hand trembled as he gripped the tiny cannon. To put the finishing touch on his masterpiece – a model ship called the Grand Mariner – he needed a steady hand and total silence. But the occasional interruption...

The basement door opened. Light poured down the stairs into the dimly lit space and fell on the eleven-year-old boy seated at an antique wooden desk. A small lamp focussed on the ancient model ship. Cardboard boxes, plastic bins, dust-covered pictures, and broken-down furniture surrounded the desk.

A woman stood in the doorway in silhouette at the top of the stairs, then shouted into the basement.

“Ian, what are you doing down there?”

Ian’s hand stuttered and he drew in a sharp breath.

“My model Mom! I told you, I’m almost finished.”

“Well, get a move on,” she snapped, “I have to go.”

She slammed the door. Ian slumped his shoulders. Strands of his brown hair fell over his eyes. He brushed them away, took off his glasses, and rubbed his eyes. He tugged at the collar of his brown plaid shirt that was almost buttoned to his neck. His black corduroy pants were worn at the knees, and loose threads dangled from the hem at the ankles.

Ian put his glasses back on, then slid his chair closer to the desk. He dabbed a dot of model glue on the cannon and took a deep breath. He leaned forward and slowly attempted to place the cannon on the ship. The basement door opened again. An eight-year-old girl stepped onto the stairs.

“Ian, Mom wants you upstairs,” she announced.

She leaned sideways and stared at him. Her dirty blond hair fell over her face.

“I told you before Sophie, go away!” he shouted as he concentrated on the cannon.

Sophie stuck her tongue out at him. As she turned, a pale brown and white Jack Russell Terrier scampered past her into the basement.

“Mojo!” Sophie exclaimed.

Ian wheeled around and watched in terror as the dog ran to him.

“Sophie, I told you to keep him upstairs. He’ll get in the way!”

Ian tried to set the cannon on the desk, but it stuck to his fingers. He stood and faced the oncoming dog with his arms and legs spread wide as if he were a soccer goalie.

Sophie dashed down the stairs into the basement dressed in a thrift shop superhero outfit. She wore purple and black-striped leggings under cut-off jeans, and a t-shirt with a Wonder Woman logo on the chest. A set of wobbly gold antennas with fluffy pink balls on each end sat on her head. They bobbled crazily as she ran after Mojo.

“Mojo! Come here!” she commanded.

The dog scurried back and forth between Ian and Sophie. When Mojo bumped into the desk, the model ship wobbled. Ian’s eyes widened in horror.

“Grab him, Sophie!”

“I’m trying!”

After a few unsuccessful attempts, Ian grabbed Mojo and snatched him from the floor.

“Gotcha!”

Mojo barked and squirmed in Ian’s arms. He passed the dog to Sophie.

“Here, take him... and go!”

“Okay! Sheesh. Aren’t you finished that stupid ship yet?”

“I’d be done if you and Mom would stop interrupting me. And now look at this,” he said as wiggled the cannon stuck to his fingers.

“Well, excuuuuuse me,” Sophie drawled.

She turned and stomped up the stairs with Mojo. The door slammed shut again.

Ian dramatically exhaled, shook his head, then sat in the chair. He poured some solvent on a cloth and wiped at his fingers until the cannon came loose. He glanced at the empty cardboard model box. On the inside of the box, a message, written with a black marker, read:

‘Happy Birthday Ian, Love Mom and Dad’

The 19th Century Dutch galliot naval ship model, two feet long and over a foot high, boasted an imposing bow, and an intricate maze of twine for the rigging. The white sails were crisp like new paper. The hull gleamed in black lacquer, with ‘Grand Mariner’ written in gold script near the bow.

Ian pushed his glasses to his face and grabbed the creased tube of model glue. He heard the doorbell ring upstairs, and hurried footsteps to the front door, followed by muffled voices. He frowned and unscrewed the glue cap. He held the cannon between his thumb and forefinger, then dabbed a spot of glue on the plastic gun. As he prepared to lower the cannon onto the ship...

“Ian!” his mother shouted. “Get up here!”

He stopped and sighed. Ian focussed as he placed the cannon on the ship’s deck. He tweaked it from side to side to achieve the perfect angle, then gave it a final push.

He stood, turned off the lamp, and ran to the stairs. He took the steps two-at-a-time like a cat to the closed basement door. He put a hand on the knob and pressed an ear against the door. A radio in the kitchen provided background noise as his mother mentioned his name.

“That’s Ian’s thing Freda, those models,” his mother said. “It keeps him out of trouble.”

“Hmmmpf,” an older woman scoffed. “I don’t know Dara. He’s all alone down there, probably sniffing model glue and turpentine.”

“Oh Freda...”

“Dara dear, he’s no innocent. Remember the time Walmart caught him shoplifting.”

“Freda, another boy set him up.”

“If his father were here...”

“Well, he’s not...”

Ian flung open the door and stood in the entry as everyone in the kitchen stared at him.

Sophie sat at the kitchen table with a panting Mojo in her lap. His mother Dara stood at the kitchen counter and munched on a granola bar. She wore company clothing – a dark blue shirt with an ARROW AIR crest on the chest, black pants, and work boots. Her shirt sleeves were rolled to her elbows and revealed a colorful dragon tattoo on her left forearm. Her black hair, in a ponytail, boasted a dark purple streak. A diamond stud shined in her left nostril.

Freda, the older woman, stood at the sink and prepared to wash the dishes piled on the counter. She wore an eye-popping floral muumuu, complemented by a pair of old brown sandals on her feet, and knee-length white tube socks with candy cane stripes. Her mint green hair stuck out in several different directions. Hot-pink framed glasses sat on her nose. She wore a necklace with chunky, glazed, multi-colored stones that looked like hard candy.

She squirted liquid dish soap into the sink and turned on the water.

“So many dishes,” she mumbled, then turned to Sophie. “You there, girl, don’t just sit there like a bump on a log, help me out here.”

“My name is Sophie, Mrs. Symonds.”

“Mom...” Ian tried to interrupt.

“Sophie, go help Mrs. Symonds,” Dara said.

“Work, work, work,” she grumbled.

Sophie set Mojo on the floor and trudged to the sink. Mojo sniffed at Mrs. Symonds’ socks, then sneezed. Mrs. Symonds eyed the dog.

“That thing has had its shots, right?”

Mojo nibbled on her muumuu.

“You little... scamp,” she said and shook a leg at him.

“Mom...” Ian attempted again.

“Freda, you don’t have to do the dishes,” Dara said. “All I ask is you look after the kids.”

“Nonsense. You have enough on your plate right now.”

Dara put a hand on Mrs. Symonds’ shoulder and squeezed it. “Freda, I really appreciate you taking the time to come over here and help the past couple years.”

“She lives next door,” Sophie said plainly.

“Mom!” Ian shouted.

“What Ian? What? What? What?!” Dara hollered at him. “I’m standing right here!”

Sophie covered her ears with a dish towel. “Stop shouting!”

Dara groaned. “What Ian?” she asked more delicately.

“So, I’m going over to Jonathan’s house, right?”

“Now?”

“But he said I could.”

“Why am I just hearing about this?”

“I told you last night.”

“Oh alright. And how are you going to get there?”

“You’ll drive me?”

Dara chuckled. “I will, will I?” She waved a hand at him. “Okay, get yourself together. I’m leaving in two minutes.”

Ian ran from the kitchen and disappeared into the hallway. Sophie discreetly moved away from Mrs. Symonds and leaned in close to Dara.

“You’re gonna leave me alone with Mrs. Symonds?” she whispered.

“She’s babysat you many times. Don’t be foolish.”

“But Mom... she smells like ointment. And she’s getting weirder...”

Mrs. Symonds hummed along to an old rock ‘n roll song on the radio, made up her own lyrics, and swayed her hips.

“She’s a lonely, eccentric woman who cares about others,” Dara said.

“Uh huh,” Sophie said skeptically.

“I’m not listening to this anymore,” Dara hissed. “She’s here, so get used to it.”

She grabbed her car keys from the counter, snatched a small backpack from the floor, and slung it over her shoulder.

“Ian, come on!” she yelled into the hallway.

Dara opened the refrigerator and retrieved a stainless-steel thermos. She closed the door, and when she turned around, Ian stood waiting in front of her.

“Ahhhh!” she yelped. “Ian! Why didn’t you say anything? You scared the crackers out of me.”

“Crackers?” Sophie asked.

“Your mother must have had crackers for lunch. Now stop asking questions and help me with these dirty dishes,” Mrs. Symonds said.

“Mom, you called me and here I am,” Ian said.

Dara fumed, grabbed his arm, and pulled him toward the front door. She stopped and pointed at the backpack slung over his shoulders.

“Wait, what’s in there?”

“Comics.”

“Why didn’t you ask Jonathan to come over here?”

“Awww Mom... never mind.”

“Because we’re poor,” Sophie said bluntly.

“We are not poor,” Dara said. “The Martins just have a little more than we do...”

“Yeah, like a dad,” Sophie said.

The room fell silent. Mrs. Symonds glanced over her shoulder.

“Mom, you could’ve asked Uncle Randy to babysit us...” Sophie said.

At the door, Ian glared at Sophie.

“Randall’s not our uncle,” he snapped. “He’s Mom’s boyfriend, okay? He only told you to call him Uncle Randy so you’d like him.”

“But I do like him...”

“And what about Dad? You don’t even remember him...”

“Ohhhhh, don’t start this again,” Dara moaned. She turned Ian around and opened the door. “Ian let’s go. Sophie... be good.”

Dara waved at Mrs. Symonds, then she and Ian left the house. Mrs. Symonds dried her hands with a dish towel and spread her arms wide.

“Come here child.”

Sophie warily approached her. Mrs. Symonds leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Sophie, who sniffed her and grimaced.

“All you need to know about your father is that he was a good man. It’s okay if you don’t remember him. We’ll remember him for you.” She let Sophie go and smiled. “Now, be a good girl and help me with these dishes. Later, we’ll have some nice sour beet juice and celery sticks!”

As she turned to the sink and hummed again, Sophie stuck her tongue out in disgust. Mojo nipped at the hem of Mrs. Symonds’ muumuu.
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The older model SUV hummed along the highway. Ian held onto the door handle with his right hand and gripped the seat with his left hand. He deliberately peered over at the speedometer and eyed his mother. Dara glared at him.

“What? I’m doing the speed limit,” she snapped.

“Yeah, okay Mom.”

“I have to get to work Ian. You’re lucky Jonathan’s house is on the way, otherwise you’d be on your own.” She glanced at him. “What are you two doing this afternoon?”

“I dunno. Reading comics. Planning our big model build this summer. It’s the model to end all models, like Titanic sized,” he said as he spread his arms wide.

“You know, mom and dad are looking for someone to help them this summer. Mowing the grass, gardening, painting, odd chores and so on...”

Ian shrugged his shoulders. “Okay...and?”

“And I think it would be a good idea Mr. Smarty Pants.”

Ian turned to her, anguished, as if he were being sent to juvenile detention.

“Mom! I don’t wanna spend the summer in Mitchell Bay! I have plans.”

“Irregardless, I think it’s time you took on some responsibility.”

“That’s not right Mom.”

“I’m your mother and I know what’s right.”

“No. Irregardless isn’t a word.”

Dara glared at him. “Shut up Ian.”

Ian sulked in his seat.

“Ian, it’s mom and dad. And Randy is the parks supervisor. He’ll be along the coast all summer. He’ll stop by and visit...”

“Goody.”

“Knock it off Ian.”

He stared out the window. Road signs, mailboxes, trees, and houses were a blur. A fine mist glazed the glass, turned into water droplets, and trickled along the window. He traced the water with the tip of his finger.

“We were a normal family before dad got sick,” Ian murmured against the glass. “We went on vacations. We owned a decent car. You didn’t work weird hours. There weren’t any broken down appliances in the front yard...”

“Broken down appliances? I put the old washer and dryer out front to be picked up. They just haven’t come yet.”

“Mom, they’ve been there for two weeks. You might as well put an old sofa on the front lawn too.”

Dara drew in a long, sustained breath, and Ian knew he was pushing her buttons to the limit.

“Maybe if Randy came by you could help him get rid of those unsightly appliances which are causing you so much grief.”

“Mom, me and your boyfriend are hardly best friends.”

“Randy is a decent man, and he’s been nothing but nice to you and Sophie.”

“He’s too nice.”

“What do you mean?”

“He’s trying too hard to replace dad. Randy’s the guy who shows up at a funeral and tries to take over the dead father’s life.”

“He’s trying to fit in. It’s what happens when two people get married.”

Ian turned to her with his mouth open. “You’re getting married?”

“No! I mean, I don’t know...”

“You barely know him.”

“Ian, we went to the same high school.”

“Well, I guess for him it’s a good thing dad is dead.”

Dara abruptly swerved to the side of the road and shoved her foot on the brake. Ian braced himself against the dash until the car stopped. He stared out the windshield, wide-eyed.

“Mom, what’re you doing?!”

Dara stared straight ahead. “Get out.”

“What?”

“Get. Out.”

“But we’re almost to Jonathan’s house.”

“Good. You can walk the rest of the way. I don’t want to talk to you anymore.”

“But it’s raining...”

“It’s only drizzle.”

He offered her a sad, puppy dog look to try and gain some sympathy, but she wouldn’t look at him. He grabbed his backpack and opened the door. He hopped out onto the soft gravel.

“Mom...”

“Shut the door. I’m late.”

Ian shut the door and stepped back. As the car drove back onto the highway, the tires sprayed gravel and left deep trenches in the shoulder of the road. Ian put an arm up to shield himself from any stray gravel. He stepped back further with one foot in the ditch and watched the car drive off down the highway.
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THE DRIZZLE TURNED into a light rain. Ian squinted at the sky and wiped the damp from his glasses. He pulled his jacket hood over his head as he trudged along a well-worn path through a field with high grasses and wild bushes.

A raven stealthily swooped down from behind him and over his head, and although the bird was well above him, a startled Ian waved his arms in the air in alarm as if the bird was attempting to pick him up and carry him off. Instead, the raven glided into the tall grass, zeroing in on its small prey it saw from the air.

The path wound its way around a small pond. If he wasn’t dodging water that seeped from the pond, he was tripping over rocks hidden beneath the dead grass. Thorns from bramble bushes scraped his arms and tried to prick through his pants. Ian yelped and picked up the pace.

Safely at the end of the hazardous path, he stood at the entrance to a grove of trees. He wiped at his face and peered into the gloominess. The dark path ahead appeared to disappear into oblivion. He drew in a deep breath and marched heroically into the shadows. He passed a large rock and almost turned to see if anyone lurked behind it.

The trees in the grove were tall and their trunks large enough for anyone to hide behind. Off to the left, in a dark corner, movement caught his attention.

“Well, well, well,” a boy’s crass voice announced.

Ian stopped and whirled around. A boy around his age stood in the middle of the path with his arms crossed and his feet apart. His short, orange-reddish hair resembled an old, wiry kitchen scouring pad. He wore black jeans, a striped t-shirt identical to the one Ernie wore on Sesame Street, and a black leather-look jacket.

“It’s Ian Coopy Cooper,” the boy announced.

“What do you want Barry?” Ian groaned.

“Want? I don’t want nothin’. I’m just surprised to see you walkin’ alone without holdin’ your scary mommy’s hand is all.”

Another boy and a girl emerged from behind the large tree trunks. The boy held a lit cigarette between his fingers.

“Hey, pass it over Joey,” Barry said.

Joey handed the cigarette to Barry, who took a long drag from it. When he coughed, Ian stifled a laugh.

“Well, I gotta get going,” Ian said, and turned to leave.

“Not so fast Coopy,” Barry said.

“Leave him alone,” the girl said, annoyed.

“Nah Cindy. He’s the one who crashed our party.”

“I’m only passing through,” Ian said as he walked away.

“Where ‘ya goin’ Coopy?”

Ian walked faster.

“I said, where ‘ya goin’ Coopy?”

Ian continued to ignore him. Barry handed the cigarette to Joey and ran after Ian. He reached out and put his hands on Ian’s shoulders.

“Answer me Coopy!”

Ian wheeled around. “I’m going to Jonathan’s house,” he almost shouted.

“Awww, how cute. Goin’ to your Black boyfriend’s house for a play date.”

Ian stared through Barry, who nodded at Ian’s backpack.

“Your PJs in there Coopy? Gonna spend the night and see who can out-nerd each other?”

“Come on Barry,” Cindy said, irritated.

“Hold on a sec Cindy. Let’s look at these PJs.”

Barry grabbed Ian’s backpack and violently yanked it from his shoulders. Ian stumbled and fell to the ground. His glasses came off and landed in the dirt. The wet, decomposed earth of the forest floor smeared his clothes. Ian glared at Barry as he unzipped the backpack.

“Let’s see what we have here,” Barry said as he pawed at the contents.

“Barry, leave the kid alone,” Cindy said. “We’re gonna be late for the movie.”

He ignored her, pulled out a few comics, and held them in the air.

“Well, well, well, would ya look at this. It’s a dork’s fantasy come true. The Ant... Invasion from Outer Space... Wonder Woman!? Any Strawberry Shortcake Saves the Day in here Coopy? What a wuss.”

Ian dug his fingernails into the dirt and clawed handfuls of black earth into his fists. The sharp spruce needles poked into his palms, but he didn’t care. He scrambled to his feet and faced Barry, his fists clenched.

“What’re you gonna do wimp?” Barry chuckled.

“Gimme back my stuff!” Ian shouted, surprised at the strength of his voice.

He threw the dirt at Barry, who deflected it with an arm. When he dropped the backpack, Ian attempted to swipe it from the ground, but Barry grabbed him and pulled his arms behind his back.

“Coopy fails again,” he sang into Ian’s ear.

“Let him go Barry,” Joey said.

“Are you bailin’ on me?”

“Bailin’? You’re bein’ a jerk and we have places to go.”

“Lemme go!” Ian shouted as he struggled to free himself.

“Ohhhhh, I’ve had enough of this,” Cindy groaned.

She marched to Barry and clapped both sides of his head with her hands. Barry released Ian and turned to see who hit him.

“Cindy...” he moaned. 

She elbowed him in the ribs, and he doubled over. Ian stood with his mouth open, mesmerized by her performance, and shocked that someone associated with Barry the bully would hurt him.

“Get lost Ian,” she said.

Ian quickly grabbed his backpack. As he swung the bag in the air, one of the buckles nicked Barry in the face. Barry touched his cheek with his hand. He glanced at his fingertips, smeared with bright red blood. He eyed Ian.

“You’re dead Coopy.”

“I didn’t do it on purpose,” Ian said insincerely.

They stared at each other in a silent showdown until Ian had to stifle a grin. He turned, snatched his glasses from the ground, and ran from the woods. Cindy seized Barry’s arm.

“Come on you idiot.”

“This isn’t over Coopy!” Barry shouted.

“Ahhhh shut up,” Cindy groaned as she dragged him away.

The three kids walked out of the woods, while Ian ran in the opposite direction to his friend’s house.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THREE


[image: ]


The rain had stopped. But as Ian walked through the upper-middle class community of large homes and tree-lined streets, he felt like a wet cat. Newer-model vehicles were parked in the driveways. Lush, green lawns with beautiful landscaping fronted most houses. There were no broken-down appliances in these yards.

Ian arrived at house number ‘35’ on a quiet street. The neat and tidy property had a freshly cut lawn, well-maintained flower beds, and a concrete driveway – unlike the gravel driveway with the potholes that filled with water when it rained at his house. The brick and stucco house boasted a fire-engine-red front door with a stained-glass panel beside the frame.

As Ian climbed the front steps, he tried to brush the dirt from his clothes, but they were too damp and soiled with mud. Dirt was packed under his fingernails. He pressed the doorbell and shoved his hands in his pockets.

Ian stood on the steps only a moment before the door opened and a tall, attractive Black woman in her mid-thirties appeared. A bright blue scarf tied her hair back. She wore a matching blue shirt and black leggings. At first, she smiled at Ian, but grave concern overwhelmed her face as she examined his condition.

“Ian, what happened to you?”

“I-I fell in the woods,” he said, then waved an arm back toward the forest.

Mrs. Martin glanced behind him, opened the door wide, and stepped aside.

“Come in, you must be cold.”

Ian walked into the house and stood on the mat in the entryway. His clothes clung to him in a sad, miserable manner and he tried to make himself small. The warm house and the smell of freshly baked pastries calmed him somewhat. Mrs. Martin closed the door and faced Ian.

“Jonathan’s been waiting. We thought you were getting a ride from your mom...”

“She... she had to go to work.”

Mrs. Martin nodded. She turned her head toward the staircase. “Jonathan... Ian is here.”

“Okay Mom,” a boy replied from the second floor.

“Ian, you should have phoned. Do you have your phone with you?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t wanna stop and waste time phoning.”

Mrs. Martin touched Ian’s jacket. “We’ll get you some clean, dry clothes. I can throw these into the wash and have them ready by the time you go home.”

“Awww Mrs. Martin, you don’t have to...”

“Nonsense. You can’t be too comfortable in those wet clothes.”

A slim eleven-year-old boy with short black hair bounded downstairs. He wore a black t-shirt with a Superman logo and grey sweatpants. He froze when he saw Ian.

“Ian... what happened to you?”

“Jonathan,” Mrs. Martin said, “would you go and get some clean clothes for Ian.”

“Ummm okay.”

He turned around robotically and ran back upstairs.

“I’ll take your backpack Ian,” Mrs. Martin said. “Take off your shoes.”

Ian removed his backpack and jacket, then handed them to her. She set them on a chair. He took off his sneakers and placed them neatly on the mat. Mrs. Martin put a hand on his shoulder and led him through the entryway.

“Let’s get you cleaned up.”

Ian shuffled across the polished grey tile floor. His wet socks made funny squishing sounds and left footprints on the clean floor, embarrassing him. Mrs. Martin guided Ian to a bathroom. She opened the door and turned on the light.

“You can change in here Ian.”

The bathroom gleamed white – the subway tiles on the walls, the ceramic tiles on the floor, the sink, and the toilet. The only splashes of color were the royal blue towels on the towel rack, and matching bat mat.

Ian turned to her. “Is Mr. Martin here?”

“No, he took Emily to tennis practice.”

Ian lowered his head. He wanted to talk to a man, a father figure, and tell him what had happened, but he couldn’t. Mrs. Martin walked to the sink, turned on the water, and beckoned him to come forward.

“Let’s clean the dirt off your hands.”

Ian hesitated, then walked to the sink. He stuck his hands out and let the warm water run between his fingers. It felt good because his hands were cold, and it made him feel more comfortable. Mrs. Martin squeezed some liquid soap from a dispenser onto his hands and worked it into a lather with her hands. Dirt shed from Ian’s hands into the white sink. She turned his hands over and cleaned the dirt from under his fingernails.

“You must have fell pretty hard to get all this dirt under your nails...”

She glanced at him in the mirror. He avoided her gaze and stared into the sink. She rinsed his hands under the water, reached for a towel, and dried them. Ian blinked away a few tears.

“I knew I was gonna be late, so I used the shortcut... through the woods...”

Mrs. Martin kneeled on the floor in front of him, took off his glasses, and set them on the counter. She gently squeezed his hands in the towel.

“It’s okay honey. It’s okay...”

“I only wanted to pass through, and he wouldn’t let me!” he cried.

Jonathan appeared with a small pile of clothes in his arms. He stood in the doorway as his mother wrapped her arms around Ian. The towel in Ian’s hands fell to the floor, and he slumped his head onto Mrs. Martin’s shoulder. He held her tight.

“It’s okay Ian. You’re safe now.”

“Ian...?” Jonathan asked.

Ian immediately stepped back from Mrs. Martin and quickly tried to erase the tears from his face with his hands.

“Ian, are you okay?” Jonathan asked.

Mrs. Martin stood and turned to her son. She took the clothes from him.

“Ian will be fine.”

“But Mom...” Jonathan said as he pointed to Ian.

“He’ll be fine,” Mrs. Martin repeated. She handed the clothes to Ian and smiled
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