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“I’m not going to be there do it.” I shouted as I slammed the door.  “You can’t make me!”

“Kieran!” Dad staggered into the doorway. “You get your lazy butt back here!”

Let him come. I pushed my dirt bike out of the shed and stomped hard on the kickstart.  The bike revved to life with a grumbling thunder and I roared out of the yard and into the hills.  My mind was racing.  My father the jerk wanted me to sneak through a store window to steal stuff for him.  

“SCUM!” I shouted to the trees as I geared down and headed up a steep hill.

I flew off a jump and landed hard on the back wheel.

In the tracks of dirt I could see the outline of what could be eyes and a mouth.  I imagined it was my father’s face and I spun in circles, sliding the back wheel across it over and over, obliterating him.

I revved the bike in satisfaction and flew out onto the trail again.

With luck, by the time I got home, my dad would be back on his way north and with even more luck, he wouldn’t be back until next spring.  In an ideal world, he’d never be back, but that would be good luck, and I never had good luck.

I was at the top of the hill now, and the lake spread out beneath me, like twinkling blue glass.  A boat made a slice across the bay on the south end.  It’d be nice to have a boat, but I’d have to pay for it with smiles, and even that was too expensive for me these days.  

I pulled into my favourite spot and turned off the bike.  My fury had died down a little, but I still wasn’t safe to be around other humans.  I was better off in the woods with the beasts.

Not that I’d see any beasts after roaring all over the mountain on the bike.  The by-product of a two-stroke engine was noise loud enough to send every creature for miles into hiding.

I couldn’t believe Dad.  He came up with the stupidest crap.  He thought it was okay to steal from Park’s just because he thought Asians ‘deserved what they got for coming to this country and stealing jobs.’  Dad was an idiot.  Parks had started a business in Laketon and employed people!  Sara even worked there occasionally last summer, helping them stock shelves.

Sara.

Now that I’d refused to go along with his stupid plan, was he going to try to recruit Sara?  I had been so angry, I’d just left without thinking about that.  I’d left angry, but Dad had been angry, too.  When he was angry, he got violent.  I had left my mom and my sister defenceless when I’d run off.

I felt a jolt of panic.  The hairs on my body started to stand up.  Was it my fear for Mom and Sara causing this sensation?  My whole body tensed as I strained my ears, staring around the clearing.

On the right, some bushes were moving.  A branch snapped.

Something was coming.

I stomped on the kickstart and it sputtered, but didn’t catch.  The rustling in the underbrush stopped.

I stomped again, as adrenaline flooded through me.  Nothing happened.

A snout pushed through the leaves and a black bear emerged, its head up, snuffling the air as it squinted.

I froze.

Black bears aren’t usually aggressive.  They are happy to ignore humans unless they’re defending food or cubs.  

It’s strange how some creatures will defend their offspring to the death, and others will throw them into danger to save themselves.

I stepped down again on the kickstart, praying that the bike would start.

The bear peered near-sightedly in my direction.

My heart pounded as I stepped down again.  This time the bike roared to life.  The bear swung its head and stepped backwards.  A squeal in the woods on the other side of the clearing made the bear spin around.  My heart sank.  That was a scared bear cub and I was between it and its mother.

With a grunt the mother rushed at me, huffing.

I couldn’t flip the bike around to race away from the bear, so I pushed the bike toward it.  Would the bear lash its claws at me as I rode past it? As I roared closer, the bear veered to my right.  I passed it so closely that I could have plucked hairs off its coat with my fingers, if I’d been brave enough to lift them off my handle bars.

I followed the path down the mountain, sliding and jumping until I felt the tension leave me.  My heart had been echoing in my ears all the way down the trail, but it had settled to a regular march instead of an arrhythmic gallop by the time I made it to the road.

When I pulled into our yard, Dad’s truck was gone.

I pushed the bike into the shed and went into the house.  Mom was sitting at the kitchen table nursing a cup of coffee.

She looked up as I came in.  There was a swelling on her cheek and a wet cloth on the table.

I sighed.  “He left you a good-bye present, I see.”

She just tightened her lips.  I went to the fridge, took out an ice cube, then I got out a clean dish cloth, bundled it around the ice, then whacked it hard on the counter.  I found the mallet in the drawer and smashed the ice.

Mom winced at the noise, but when I handed her my make shift ice pack, she took it and set it gingerly over her swollen cheek.  

I sat down at the table.  “Where’s Sara?”

“I sent her to Josie’s house.”

“Before or after?”

“Before.  She didn’t see it.”

I nodded.  My little sister did not need to see our dad beating on our mom.  “I’m going to kill him some day.”

Mom scowled, “No, you’re not.  You’re not stupid enough to throw your life away after a drunk like him.”

I wanted to argue, but ‘Yes, I am stupid enough to do that’ wasn’t something I wanted to admit, even if I was failing all my grade nine classes.

“I thought when I divorced him we’d be done with this,” she sighed.

“Are you going to tell the police?”

“Why bother?  He’s gone now.”

“You know why.”

She raised her eyebrows.

I sighed.  “When I kill him, we’ll need the paper trail to prove it was justifiable homicide.”

“Don’t even joke about stuff like that.”

“Who’s joking?”

She scowled at me again and glanced up to the clock.  She set the cold pack on the table and stood up.  “I should get started on dinner.”

“No, sit down.  I’ve got it.”

“There’s hamburger in the fridge.  I was going to make a meatloaf.”  She said it as if it would be too much of a challenge for me.

“Okay,” I said, rummaging for the meat, onions and celery.

“You’re a good kid, Kieran.  Thanks for doing this.”  She dropped her head on the table.

“You should go have a rest.  Why don’t you have a nap or something?  I’ll be fine.”

“You’re sure?”

“We made meatloaf in Home Ec.”

“Aren’t you failing Home Ec?”  Her smile took the sting off her words.

I just laughed as I turned on the blender to puree the vegetables.

I’d taken cooking class at school because I was keen to eat.  To my surprise, I liked it.  It was fun to take a few ingredients and create something tasty.

I didn’t cook often at home, but it was good to know I wouldn’t starve if Mom finally got sick of me and kicked me out.

I dumped the pureed vegetables in to the frying pan to simmer while I dug my hands into the ground beef, mixing it with milk and egg.  It was slimy and disgusting.  That was another thing I like about cooking.  It is totally gross, and yet the grossness becomes something wonderful.

Gravel crunched in the yard and I looked out the window the see Dad’s red truck was back.

I washed the meat off my hands, shut off the stove, and grabbed the baseball bat resting among the shoes at the back door. 
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