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  Frogcruncher Chase

  
  




Ripley first caught sight of it while he was playing with his Littlest Pet Shops in his room, lining them up on his windowsill to look out with him to watch the trees swaying in the wind. It was particularly windy out, due to the passing storm, and he liked to watch the fluffy green trees lose their leaves. He knew the storm wouldn’t hit here, not any more than the little rain that had already fallen— bad weather hardly ever hit Beacon Hill— but he was so afraid of lightning, he still wouldn’t go outside.

But then he saw it. A shadow, yes, but still in the shape he remembered from last time. Like a cat, but a little bigger, with a long, tufted tail and tiny horns between triangular ears. Without even touching his field handbook, he knew exactly what he was looking at: a frogcruncher!

In his excitement, he swept all his toys to the floor and had to hastily pick them up to replace them on the windowsill. His hands shook as he worked, bouncing in place. He had to be so fast or it’d get away again! There was no way he’d let it go this time. Just one photo, one clear look for a sketch— that’s all he wanted. And he would get it!

Satisfied with his placement of his Littlest Pet Shops, he dashed to his closet on the other side of the room and pulled out a pair of rain pants. He scrambled into them, hopping on one leg and bumping into his toy chest, banging his knee. It didn’t slow him down. He thundered down the stairs, grabbing the bannister post at the bottom and swinging around to speed down the hall and into the kitchen.

“Dad! Mom,” he called, but thumped to a stop in the doorway, his face falling and his arms flopping down. 

Mom wasn’t there. She wouldn’t be there again, probably ever… His parents were divorced now. She had her own place. It had been two years, and he’d mostly gotten used to the change— she had a girlfriend now who was really nice to him, and he got to stay with them every other week, so it wasn’t all that bad— but he’d really wanted her to be here for when he finally catches the frogcruncher. She’d been there when he saw it the first time, and she’d pointed out the trail of, well, crunched frogs leading to the sewer grate where it had vanished. She’d been the one to name it.

She had to see it…

He balled his fists in determination. She did have to see it. So he had to get that photo.

“Dad!” he called again as his dad stepped around the kitchen wall to stand in the doorway, holding a mixing bowl and wearing an apron.

“You don’t have to shout, kiddo, I’m right here,” he said, laughing. He put the mixing bowl on the counter and leaned down to ruffle his son’s short, fuzzy afro. “What’s up, little man?”

“I need to borrow your camera right now!” he said, jumping up and down. “I saw the frogcruncher from my window and I need to get a photo for Mom because she isn’t here and she named it and everything and I need to put it in my book!”

“Woah, woah, slow down,” his dad chuckled. “You need the Coolpix?”

Ripley nodded furiously, lips pressed into a line.

“Okay, permission granted. You know where it is.”

Ripley yelled a thank you and bolted to the living room. He climbed onto the arm of the couch to reach the camera where it was kept on the bookshelf by the big front window. Hopping down with the little digital camera hanging around his neck, he scrambled into his yellow raincoat, but opted for shoes so his feet wouldn’t get sore, and so he’d be able to keep up with the animal.

And keep up he’d need to! As soon as he reached the spot he’d seen it in, sitting and grooming, the creature took off in a streak of dark brown. He went after it, huffing as he raced down the sidewalk, passing the tree behind his house, tearing across lawns and destroying flowerbeds. The dark blur blended into every growing shadow it passed through. He skidded to a stop at the corner, nearly slipping in a puddle. He had to wave his arms frantically to regain his balance, the camera banging against his chest.

It was getting away! He looked this way and that, but couldn’t see it anymore. Where could it have gone?

Wait, there! It was hiding behind a birdbath on a neighbor’s lawn. Ripley gave a little hop in excitement, fumbling to bring the camera to his face. He watched, trembling with the intensity of needing to stay still, as the dark, catlike shape crept forward, low to the ground, and pounced on a leaf! He snapped a photo with a squeal, the flash scaring it away, but that didn’t matter. He’d captured it on camera!

Scampering back home, he yelled for his dad the second he’d opened the door. In a rush, he begged for him to put the photo on his computer right now so he could show his mom because he’d finally gotten a photo and it couldn’t wait because it was so important!

His dad chuckled from the kitchen and said, “Hold up, buddy, we’ve got pancakes to eat first.”

Ripley gasped. “Breakfast for dinner?”

“You got it. Pancakes, bacon, eggs sunny side up, fruit salad…”

“And orange juice?”

“Of course.”

Ripley heaved a dramatic sigh. “Okay, but you gotta at least look at the picture first.”

As Ripley kicked his shoes off and shrugged out of his raincoat, his dad came over and lifted the camera off over his head. Anxiously, Ripley fiddled with the the zippers on the pockets of his pants. His dad didn’t jump for joy like he’d expected him to…

“Buddy, I don’t wanna crush your hopes, but… That’s our neighbor’s cat.”

“What!” He reached up to take the camera and see for himself. It was true! Tears welled up in his eyes and he began to shake. “There’s no way… I was right behind it! It must have given me the slip.”

His dad knelt down and patted his shoulder, saying, “Hey, you did your best. And maybe Mom will be able to help you look for it when she comes to pick you up tomorrow.”

Wiping tears from his cheeks, he nodded and said in a small, trembly voice, “Yeah, maybe.”

“Time for pancakes?”

He nodded again, more firmly this time. “Time for pancakes.” With a final look out the window beside the door, he set his mouth in a determined line and whispered, “I’ll get you next time, frogcruncher…”








  
  
  The Bite

  
  




I stared out the window of my classroom, chewing the end of my pencil. I had carved out the eraser with my thumbnail because it tasted funny, and tore off the metal because Carter said if I bit metal I’d electrocute myself. It completes the circuit, he said. I didn’t really believe him because he tried to stab me with scissors last week, but it was scary to think of what would happen if he was right.

The bell rang, making me jump.

“Okay, we’ll pick back up tomorrow afternoon,” Miss Crosby said, closing her math book.

I looked down at my sheet. None of the questions were answered. I shoved it into my desk before she could walk over and see. Then I followed everybody else into the hallway.

We all went to our hangers first while Miss Crosby watched. I picked up my bag and raincoat. Somebody had thrown them on the ground again. It was probably Carter. I kept my head down and inside my hood as I hurried to the doors. He was following me, but I tried not to pay attention. I slipped between a group of older kids who were chatting so I could push open the heavy doors and hurry outside. It was only drizzling now, but I still wanted to get home as fast as I could. Especially with Carter being creepy.

I ran down the path, moving out of the way of kids getting picked up by their parents, looking for their vans, and walking to the buses that were parked beside the school. Some of the oldest kids, grade eights, were waiting down by the bus stop at the other side of the parking lot. That’s where I saw Carter’s older brother, Andrew, with a bunch of Carter’s friends.

He smiled and waved at me.

“Um,” I yelped, hurrying up to pass him, “hi Andrew.”

Carter’s friends laughed a bit, but I heard him telling them to stop. Then I heard him ask Carter where he was going in such a hurry.

I let out a sigh of relief and dashed around the corner, looking both ways before crossing Sturbridge. That’s where Carter’s house is. It’s a big house way at the end. Andrew waits for the bus with his friends every day, though. I used to think Andrew was scary, but he’s actually nice. He was my storytime buddy when I was in kindergarten, and now he helps me bring milk cartons to classrooms at lunch. I’m the youngest kid who does it, but I like it. I get the milks that would go to kids who aren’t at school.

As I passed the big, empty field between the big houses on Sturbridge and the smaller houses on the next street, I looked over my shoulder to see that Carter wasn’t with his brother anymore. My stomach did a flip. Where was he? I looked around, trying not to look suspicious, but my gut told me to run home instead.

I whirled around, running as fast as I could. It started to rain harder and I didn’t really know where I was, so I turned up the first street I came to. Hearing Carter’s shoes hitting the pavement behind me, I ran faster, but I had to stop in the parking lot at the end of the street. It was a dead end. I only had time to turn around before Carter hit me in the chest with both fists.

I stumbled backwards, slipping on a sewer grate and falling on my back. I yelled in pain and he lifted his leg to stomp on me. I forced myself up, grabbing his foot and pushing back as hard as I could. He shouted as he fell over and I scrambled to my feet, scraping my elbow even through my coat. Then I found a path and ran down it. I didn’t know where I was going, but it was better than sticking around.

The path brought me past a little park with boxes of plants and benches, but it also brought me to some backyard fences. I looked over my shoulder and saw Carter starting to come down the path, so I ran quickly between two houses. I was in another parking lot now. I looked around, confused. But wait, there was the big road I walked up to get home. I ran towards it, and when I was back on the sidewalk, I saw three big trees. I ducked behind two of them that were close together, curling up into a ball. I hoped my raincoat didn’t give me away.

I heard Carter stomping around in the grass near me. He picked up a stick and hit it against the other tree, but he didn’t say anything. He stayed for forever, looking around, but he didn’t find me. Finally, he threw the stick down and stomped back towards his house.

I peeked out from between the trees, watching him walk up the sidewalk for as long as I could. Then I decided it was safe and got up, brushed myself off a bit, and started walking home again.

I was all dirty from hiding by the trees and falling down. Nothing was ripped or broken, but I knew Mommy would get so mad at me for getting dirty.

I turned onto the other big road that went to my house. I walked slowly past my neighbor’s huge hedge fence. I liked it a lot, but Mommy said it only brought noisy birds and squirrels into our backyard. We didn’t have much in our backyard, even though it was big and long. Mostly Pa used it to barbecue in the summer and make forts with me in the winter. Trace joined too, since he turned old enough. He was four years old now and very noisy.

There was no sidewalk on my street, but we were only the second house so I didn’t feel very scared walking on the edge of the road. I walked up the driveway to the door and knocked.

“Morgan’s home!” Trace yelled from the living room. I heard him running to get me, but he couldn’t open the door himself. Pa followed him and let me in.

“Are you alright, little buddy? You look like you’ve had fun,” Pa said with a laugh.

I frowned as I took off my backpack and coat. “I’m okay.”

He asked me how my day was and if I needed help with homework. 

I said I didn’t have any and tried to wipe off the dirt from my jeans.

“Hey, it’s okay,” he said, taking my hand. “Let’s get those into the washing machine.”

“It’s not the weekend yet,” I protested. “Mommy—”

“It’s okay. Mommy’s not home.”

“I won’t tell!” Trace yelled as he dug through my backpack. He grabbed my lunch box and ran to the kitchen with it.

“Thanks, Trace,” I called after him. He liked to clean out my lunch box. He loved being involved.

Pa followed him right away, because he couldn’t reach the sink on his own. “Put your clothes in my laundry basket, okay bud?”

“Okay!” I said. I went upstairs to my bedroom and changed into pajamas. Downstairs, I heard my brother laughing as he played with the sink water and dish soap. I carried my dirty clothes to Mommy and Pa’s room at the end of the hall. Then I dropped my clothes into Pa’s laundry basket and went downstairs again. Pa passed me, going upstairs to get the clothes, so I went to see Trace. He was jumping on his toes in front of the fridge.

“What are you doing?” I asked, looking up where he was looking.

“Cookie jar,” he begged.

“No,” I said.

“Cookie jar?” He wiggled and smiled, pressing his soapy hands together.

“No! And wash your hands off,” I said.

He squealed. “Wash them off? No! I like my hands on!” He turned and tried to run past me, but I scooped him up and swung him over my shoulder. He screamed in delight, but he was kicking his legs, and it was hard to hold him. I plopped him down on the counter and turned on the water so he could rinse his hands.

“There you go, you did it.” I ruffled his hair.

“Nuh-uh,” he said cheekily. “They’re still on.”

Pa came in with the laundry basket. “Can you get the basement door for me, Morgan?”

I put Trace back on the ground and opened the door for Pa. He went downstairs and I made sure Trace didn’t follow him. He would probably fall down the stairs and hurt himself. These stairs weren’t carpeted, and they sagged in the middle. But Trace didn’t want to go downstairs anyway. He ran into the living room, so I chased him, bent over and wiggling my fingers at him like I was going to tickle him. He ran around the coffee table and jumped up on the couch, giggling and shouting whenever I got close. I laughed with him. I liked to play with him like this, but we couldn’t do it when Mommy was home. She was always so serious.

Pa came into the living room. “Oh, is the tickle monster here?”

I laughed and pulled a monstrous face as I pounced on Trace. I tickled him and he rolled around on the couch, laughing his head off.

“Okay, Morgan, you should let him go,” Pa said after a couple minutes. “I want to hose down your raincoat before Mommy gets home.”

“Oh yuck,” Trace said, squirming away from me to sit on the couch properly.

“I know you don’t like the hose,” Pa said, “but you should come sit on the patio with Morgan. I don’t want you in the house alone.”

He reluctantly followed us to the back door after I got my coat. Pa opened the screen door and then the glass door and we walked out onto the patio. Trace went to play with some rocks while Pa got the hose. I put my coat on the ground, spread out, and he washed it down. The water made little rivers between the patio stones, running into the grass. I crouched down and watched it. The muck and twigs from my coat were being pulled along by the water, like debris in a flood.

When he was done, he put the hose away and brought my little brother inside. I hung my coat up to dry over top of the barbecue. I sat outside for a long time, watching the water until it was just the same as the rest of the water on the ground. When I went inside, Mommy was home.

“What were you doing out there? Catching a cold, no doubt. You’re not even wearing a coat,” she scolded me as she put her purse on the table. “What’s for dinner?”

“I want chicken nuggets!” Trace said, bouncing on the couch.

“Don’t jump on the couch, Trace.”

I slid along the floor in silent socked feet until I got to the stairs. I listened to my parents talk about what they wanted to make for dinner, then I went upstairs. I didn’t really feel like eating. If it was chicken nuggets, which I wanted too, Mommy would complain about us eating so much junk food. If it was vegetables and rice like Mommy said to make, she would complain about how we never eat healthy. It didn’t make sense to me how she could be upset about the same thing no matter if we did what she wanted. Seeing her upset the whole time made it hard for me to eat, even if I liked the food.

Sitting down on my floor to look at my stack of DVDs, I wondered if that’s what Mommy wanted. She said I was too fat anyway. Maybe if I didn’t eat, I wouldn’t be so fat.

I frowned. I shook my head to make the thoughts go away, then chose a movie to watch and put it in my portable DVD player.

* * *

At lunch on Friday, I carried milk crates full of small milk cartons up and down the halls. Andrew wasn’t here today, so it was just me and Jamilla. She was a year older than me and she was pretty. She had dark hair in two little buns and she had the prettiest, happiest smile. She painted her nails all sorts of colors and liked to dance. We were in the same class last year, when it was a split class, but she didn’t talk to me. She didn’t talk to me much now either, but I wanted to talk to her.

I coughed, adjusting how I held the milk crate. “Um,” I said, feeling my face get slowly hotter, “hi Jamilla.”

“Hi,” she said, looking over at me with a confused face.

“I like your shoes.” I swallowed, but the spit went down the wrong way and made me have a coughing fit. I didn’t want to drop the milks, so I struggled to carry it and not spit all over them as I coughed with my mouth closed.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

I nodded, still coughing.

We passed the water fountain, where Carter was getting a drink. He was talking with some girls. When he saw me, he said something I didn’t hear and laughed at me. The girls giggled too.

“Don’t laugh at Morgan,” Jamilla said seriously. “It’s not funny.”

He flipped her off.

My face was red from being unable to breathe in the coughing fit, but embarrassment and anger turned it an even brighter shade. I managed to croak, “Hey, don’t be mean to her!”

“Ooh,” said one of the girls teasingly. “Somebody has a crush on Jamilla.”

She rolled her eyes and we kept walking. “Ignore them. Carter and his friends are just attention seekers,” she said as we came up to a classroom. She knocked on the door and cheerily announced that the milk was here.

I breathed slowly and calmly to recover from coughing so much as everyone came to get their milk. Jamilla was right, I decided. Carter was just an attention seeker.

At the end of the day, I went right home. Pa let me in and told me to keep quiet because Trace was napping.

“Now?” I asked, confused. “He never naps when I come home.”

“He’s got a bit of a cold, I think.”

I was worried. “Really? Will he be okay?”

Pa ruffled my hair and told me he’d be fine. 

My tummy felt funny as I asked if it was okay if I still went out to play.

“Of course, don’t worry about it, okay? Trace is fine. I gave him some medicine and chicken noodle soup. He’ll be fine in the morning.”

“Was it the really yucky stuff?” I asked. “The medicine?”

Pa smiled. “You know it.”

I nodded firmly. “That means it’ll work.”

He laughed a bit but I wasn’t trying to be funny. He gave me a pat on the back and told me to have fun. I smiled, hugged him quickly, and ran out the door.

I turned down the street and waited at the crosswalk before crossing the big road that brought me to school. Then I went into the parking lot of the houses there. It was a big parking lot with lots of grassy islands that had some trees. I tried to only walk on the grass so I didn’t get in the way of any cars, even though there weren’t many. I ran to the other end of the parking lot where there was a path that took me between a row of trees. Stumbling down into the ditch on the other side, I was careful not to fall before climbing up the slope. Around me, there was lots of grass and small, young trees planted far apart from each other. Past that, there were more houses.

The small path I was on went up to a bigger path, which I turned down. There were streetlights along this big path. I walked for a while until the path split in two. I turned left, towards a play structure. Jogging up to it, I ended up slowing down after I saw there were other kids playing and some parents sitting on the benches. One of the kids stopped at the top of the slide and looked at me. I got nervous and hurried away.

A few minutes later, I reached another fork in the path. I took the smaller path now. It went between two houses. As I passed the backyards, I heard kids laughing and playing and a dog barking. There was a big splash and everybody sounded happy. I frowned and sped up.

When I got to the road, I walked carefully on the curb. There were no sidewalks here either, but there wasn’t a lot of traffic so I didn’t feel very scared. I walked for a bit until I crossed a street, then I passed another house before getting to the street I wanted to be on. It was a big street, connected to the one I took to school. I could have just walked up to it that way, but I liked going through the park, even if I couldn’t stop to play.

I came to the crosswalk quickly. The road in front of me was huge, like three of the big road I took to school. There were lights, and I had to walk up to a little triangle of pavement in the road to wait. I was nervous crossing alone, but I made sure to run fast. I managed to get across without any cars coming close to me, and I was proud of myself.

Now that I was on the other side, I only had a few houses between me and where I was heading. But I couldn’t just go down the street in front of everyone’s houses and walk into the woods. People would think I was weird for sure. Weirder than they already did. And I didn’t know if anyone from school lived here. So I walked up the huge road, passing the houses. There was a sidewalk here, which was probably a good idea. It wouldn’t be safe to walk on the curb of such a big and busy road.

I passed a lot of houses before I reached the end of them, where the woods bordered the road. I was going to go right in, like I normally did, but I got anxious this time. I looked over my shoulder, watching cars go by. For some reason, I felt like I was being watched. What if Carter saw me, somehow? Or one of his friends? He’d never stop spreading rumors about what he’d think I’m doing in the woods. 

I sighed, frustrated, and kept walking. I knew there was a gas station coming up. I walked along the treeline as the forest stopped for the gas station. I walked right to the back of the big parking lot behind the building, where nobody else was. Then I stepped into the woods.

It was instantly cooler and darker with the thick treetops above me. I breathed in the familiar air, full of green life, and felt calmer right away. I walked further into the woods, following the little trail that I always took. Around me, there were big, old leafy trees and some pine trees too, and lots of brambles, ferns, and little white trilliums on the ground.

This was part of a park in the Greenbelt. There was a trail not very far away, an official trail, but I preferred to be alone like this. I didn’t like when people bothered me or saw me in the woods. They always asked why I was alone and what I was doing. It wasn’t anyone’s business. I was allowed to be alone if I wanted to be.

Well, on Fridays. Mommy goes out with her friends on Fridays, so I get to do what I want to. Sometimes I wished Friday would last all week.

After walking for a long time, I came close to the official trail. I crouched down, watching in the shadows. I looked both ways and waited until the people up ahead had gone so far that I stopped hearing them. I made sure nobody else was coming, then I hurried across the trail and back into the trees. 

I walked parallel to another trail that was smaller, crossing through sparser woods before crossing the path behind a building that I didn’t know what it was. I made my way through the woods up to the side of the road, a different road than before. I had to cross it to go where I wanted to. I’d never been this deep, but the woods on the other side of that road were bigger, fuller, wilder. I wanted to know what was there. So far, the only wildlife I’d encountered had been a few birds, a few squirrels, and humans. I wanted to see a deer. I’d have to be really lucky, but I was good at being quiet in the woods.

I’d been doing this for a few years now. Pa said I had the guts and the smarts to be in the woods, so when I was five, he started taking me out here on the trails with him. We’d go off the path and he’d get me to identify animals and plants. He let me touch poison ivy once, to know how it felt. And stinging nettle. I hated that one, but now I would know what was happening if I accidentally touched it, and wouldn’t freak out thinking it was something worse. When I turned eight, he started letting me go alone when Mommy wasn’t around. Now I do it every week.

I peered out from the treeline to see up and down the long road. There was one car in the distance, coming from where the houses were. I stepped back into the shadow of a tree, watching it drive along. When it passed, I waited until I could barely see it before stepping up to cross. Another car was coming and I had to swiftly backtrack without making too much movement. I held my breath, staying as still as possible. The car drove past and I strained to see in the windows. It was only one person, and they were looking right ahead at the road.

I let out a sigh of relief and waited until I was completely sure nobody would see me, then I jumped over the ditch and bolted across the road.

I stumbled down a slope and into a patch of sparse, low-growing plants. A few young trees grew in the middle, but mostly it was bright, leafy green plants. I pulled up my socks and walked around the edge of the clearing. Walking straight ahead took me to a large patch of new growth forest, where the trees and other plants were young and small. I eventually came to a big open field between this young woodland and a darker, denser one.

I found a small log to sit on at the edge of the first woodland. I wiped my forehead of sweat and looked up at the sky. It was getting dark. Maybe I should go home. I swiped a blackfly off my arm and scratched at the bite. I didn’t want to get eaten by flies out here. Standing up, I turned around to head home, but a sound made me freeze in my tracks.

It was a sharp yelp, like a dog in pain. But not quite a dog. I felt cold in my stomach. I didn’t want any animal to be in pain or danger, but something felt wrong about this. Trying to shake the feeling, I grabbed the nearest big stick I could find and set off in the direction of the sound.

It took me towards some thicker, older trees. I walked slowly and carefully, watching the ground and keeping my eye out for any animal and any trap. And, most importantly, any humans. If someone was out here trapping, they might be waiting, and they might have a gun. The thought made my whole body feel cold and weak. I didn’t think this was a good idea, suddenly.

What would Pa do? He taught me nobody should ever hurt an animal for no reason, but…

The animal yelped again. I swallowed hard and carried on.

I made out the shape of the fallen tree first. It was huge, and its roots had been torn from the ground to reach into the air. The ground where they had been was open like a wound, dirt flung everywhere. I hadn’t heard anything like a crash, so it must have fallen a while ago, but not long enough that things had settled down around it. The trunk was long and wide around, partially laying across a small gulley. The branches were mostly broken to the sides, but a mess of them stretched out across the ground and tangled around trees on the opposite side of the gulley. That’s where I stood, looking across the short stretch of undergrowth. Under the branches, struggling, there was a dog.

But not quite a dog.

I walked slowly up to it. My heart was racing but somehow I felt very calm. I was aware of every crack under my feet, and so was the animal. It stopped moving. I did too.

Had it died?

It took me a couple minutes to start walking towards it again. It lifted its head and I jumped, raising the stick to defend myself. It whined pitifully. It was trapped and hurt. It must have tried to go under the tree and got stuck, since there’s no way this tree had just fallen. Or maybe it had been trapped here for ages…

I didn’t know what to do. This was a wild animal. And it wasn’t a dog, I knew that much. So close to it now, I could see it was much, much bigger than a dog, with small, amber eyes and a long face.

This was a wolf.

Pa told me if I ever came across a coyote, however unlikely that was, I was to stay clear of it. It had to be even more important for wolves. But this wolf wasn’t growling at me, or even showing its teeth. It was trying to get out of the tree branches it was stuck under. And Pa also told me I should never let a life go to waste.

I took a step closer. The wolf looked up at me. Now I was only a few inches away. Shaking, I used the stick in my hands to push away the branches above the wolf. Instantly, the wolf’s growl split the air. I froze in shock. Hadn’t I been doing so well? The wolf scrambled forward and before I could do anything about it, it bit my leg.

I screamed. The pain seared through my body. It let go right away. Hot blood was running down my leg, making my socks and shoes wet and warm and red. I fell back, clutching my leg and breathing in sharply through my teeth.

“Oh God,” a woman’s voice said.

Frantically, I looked around, but there was only me and the wolf, now standing clear of the tree.

She opened her jaws and spoke again. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize you were a kid.”

I couldn’t say a word. I stared at her, eyes wide, tears fogging my vision.

Blood, my blood, glinted on her teeth as she talked. “I… I’m sorry. It’s too late, I’d take it back if I could. Christ… It’s only going to hurt the first couple times. And, um, don’t worry about the moon. That’s all I can do for you. I’m sorry.”

“I… I…” I struggled to find anything to say. “You can talk?”

She shook herself, gave me a final sorry look, and sprang over the gulley. And then she was gone.

I didn’t let myself sit there for a long time. I dragged myself to my feet and just started running, even with the pain searing through my leg. First back into the clearing, then back into the young forest and far, fast to the road. My leg throbbed and blood ran down it as I forced myself to run, run, run. I hit the shoulder of the road and dropped down, wiping the tears from my face and looking both ways before crossing. I hobbled around the perimeter of the building’s lawn, then found the small path and followed it closely. As I got closer to the big path, I had the wild idea that maybe I could go to the parking lot and get a ride home. It hurt so much, putting any weight on my leg made me bleed more, and I couldn’t stop the tears from running down my face. Bugs kept going at my leg too. Everything hurt, and I didn’t want to admit it, but I was terrified.

I couldn’t explain this, though. Who would believe me? I wanted Pa.

I made my way across the path and up through the long, long stretch of woods up to the gas station. There, I sat down and used my shirt, which was thankfully red, to wipe up the blood on my leg. It didn’t really work because it was drying. I could only hope there weren’t a lot of people outside. It was getting kind of late anyway.

“Hey, are you okay?”

I jumped and looked up. There was a man standing a few feet away.

“Are you lost?”

“I…”

“It’s okay, kid. Do you want to call your parents?”

I rubbed at my face. Fear and relief filled me. I just nodded.

“Okay, come on into the Circle K. Are they out hiking?”

I pushed myself to my feet and shook my head.

“Are you out here alone? Oh, do you live in those houses over there?”

I shook my head again.

He nodded. “Hmm. Let’s give them a call, okay?”

I nodded. I silently followed him to the gas station, limping. 

When we walked into the light, he saw my leg and gasped. He asked what happened but I didn’t have an answer. He just hurriedly opened the door and brought me inside.

“I need a first aid kit,” he said as he walked up to the counter, “and to use your telephone.”

The next half hour was a blur. They cleaned my leg with that burning alcohol and put bandages around it. They kept asking me what happened, but I was too afraid to say anything. When the man asked if I’d been bitten by a dog, I hesitated. I didn’t want to lie.

But what else could I say?

I nodded.

He looked at the worker. She was worried. I felt like I did something wrong, but she just got the telephone and asked for the number to call. I quietly said it and she dialed.

“Hello, this is Asha from the Esso… Yes I’m sorry sir, it’s just, well your son came in here with a man, no, well, he’s been bitten by a dog. Uh-huh. Yes. Yes, near the trail. Okay, yes sir. Just a moment.”

She handed the phone to me.

“Morgan?”

“Pa,” I cried, then broke into sobs.

“It’s okay buddy, oh… It’ll be okay. I’m leaving right now. I love you, Morgan.”

“I love you too, Pa.”

He hung up. I held the phone for a minute before giving it back to Asha.

Pa came and picked me up. While he drove, I cried in the back of the car. He asked me questions, about how they treated me, about the man, about the dog, about what happened. I told him everything. Almost everything. I told him it was a big black dog I’ve never seen before and no, there was nobody around.

“Oh, Morgan. You’re lucky to be alive.” He looked at me in the little mirror. “Tomorrow I’ll teach you and Trace how to get away from a dog, okay?”

I nodded and sniffled.

“You seem to be well versed already,” he said with a smile, but I could see that he was worried.

I was, too, but I could never tell him why.

* * *

That night, after I got out of the bath and Pa put new bandages on my leg, I went right to my room. I curled up in my bed, my head spinning. I felt dizzy and my whole body hurt like a headache and a tummy ache combined. I threw off my blankets, too hot, then pulled them back on, too cold. I got out of bed and paced around my room, panting. The world felt thick.

Then there was pain. It was bright, and it was everywhere. I’d never broken a bone, but I saw someone break their arm when they fell on the ice at school. I think this is what it would feel like if you break all the bones in your body.

I closed my eyes and pressed my teeth together, but it wasn’t really my choice. My body was doing it if I wanted to or not. My muscles wrenched themselves off my bones and my body felt like the wolf bite everywhere. I lost my balance and fell to the floor, but somehow, I caught myself silently.

I opened my eyes.

I was looking down at paws.

“What?” I said out loud, but I heard a weird bark. I whirled around. There was a flash of brown fur, like a tail, and there were back legs too, and they had my clothes, and they moved when I moved. “What’s happening to me?”

“Trace, is that you barking?” I heard Mommy say downstairs.

“No!” Trace giggled and ran down the hall.

I hadn’t heard when she got home. What time was it? I looked towards the window and it was bright out. I whimpered. What was going on? Maybe I just woke up. Maybe it was a dream, maybe I was still dreaming. I shook myself but it felt different. No, it felt the same. The same as a few minutes ago. I felt… A tail. My tail. Fur. In my mouth, sharp teeth.

Carefully, I tried to wiggle out of my clothes. Once I had my shirt off over my head, I could easily step out of my shorts. I winced. Putting weight on my leg hurt, my back leg. I turned and sniffed it. Blood. And the bandages.

This can’t be a dream.

I heard someone come up the stairs and I panicked. I scrambled under my bed.

“Morgan, is that you playing in there?” Mommy asked through the door. “Come downstairs for breakfast first.”

I opened my mouth to speak but closed it quickly.

“Morgan?”

I had to turn back.

She sighed. “Are you awake? Do you know what time it is?”

How do I turn back?

“I know it’s a Saturday, but it’s late.”

I felt my bones shift. I whined sharply, the pain was so sudden I couldn’t help it. I struggled under the weight of the whole planet against my spine so I could get out from under my bed. My shoulders rolled and my hips split and I couldn’t breathe. And then it was done. I collapsed, gasping for breath, on the floor.

“I’m going to open this door and you’d better be—”

“Don’t come in I’m getting dressed!” I yelled.

She was silent for a moment. “Don’t you raise your voice at me.”

“I’m sorry, Mommy…”

She huffed. “Get downstairs for breakfast.” Then she stomped away.

* * *

At school on Monday, I spent recess playing tag. I was suddenly faster than any of the other students. Even Carter. He was one of the fastest kids at school. In our grade, anyway.

He was the last person left to tag before we’d caught everyone. I gathered with the other kids and told them I wanted to be the one to get him. I got a couple of kids to wait near the play structure and chase him up so he had to go down the slide. I waited under the slide, listening.

I closed my eyes. It was like it opened my mind to the whole playground. I could hear everything. Overwhelmed, I opened my eyes and breathed steadily for a minute. Then I went back in. And I focused on Carter. He was coming. He was followed closely by Jane and Rhianna. I wanted to peek out but this was better than seeing. I didn’t understand it but it felt so natural.

Now Carter was on the play structure. Someone lunged at him and he jumped up to the slide platform. He went down the slide and I exploded out from under it.

He screamed.

I jumped.

My arms wrapped around him. We hit the sand and rolled, struggled, but I forced myself up and on top of him. My eyes snapped open and I was staring down at his face, inches away.

He was terrified.

I bared my teeth and growled deep in my chest.

Fear shone in his eyes. He screwed up his face and pushed me off. I let him, watching him and catching my breath as he stormed off.

Jane and Rhianna ran over to help me up.

“That was awesome, Morgan!”

“Yeah, where did you learn how to do that?”

I laughed awkwardly, brushing the sand off my sweaty arms. “I don’t know what you mean.”

* * *

“Okay everyone, that’s the bell. Good work on your math sheets today. We have a new lesson to start tomorrow.”

I put away my worksheet in my desk. I didn’t do a lot, but it was enough for Miss Crosby to smile at me when she came around to see what I had done.

I left the room and got my stuff. Then I went out the door. I walked out past the crowd of kids and parents and right up to the bus stop. Andrew smiled and waved at me. I nervously waved back. Then when I was passing him and his friends, I noticed Carter. He was hiding behind Andrew.

I narrowed my eyes. Was he going to chase me again?

I didn’t want to run this time. I felt… I felt confident. I walked calmly along, crossed the street, and kept going. I closed my eyes. I focused. He was far away. Still with Andrew.

A smile broke out on my face and didn’t go away the whole way home. Carter wouldn’t be bothering me any more. And if he did, I guess I had the strength now to put him in his place.
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It was a beautiful day in July: the sun was shining but it wasn’t too hot, a lovely breeze was blowing, and everything was bright and green. With Ramadan around the corner, Shebal decided to give Hafsa a fun day out in the city. It was the perfect day for it. They were visiting their human family in Ottawa because Shebal wanted to spend the week with his friends from school, but today he wanted nothing more than to be with his little sister.

“I’m going to the mall,” he said, poking his head into her room where she was playing with monster trucks on the carpet. “Want to come?”

Hafsa looked up at him with the same curious judgment that she’d become known for since he decided to try an emo hairstyle. “What, do you need more goo for your silly hair?”

He laughed; she couldn’t get under his skin. Not today, at least. “Yeah. But I also want to get you a new toy.”

Her face lit up and she dropped Gravedigger with a bang. “Oh, we’re going to the far mall? Can we walk through the river?”

He grinned and nodded. She loved St. Laurent because of the big toy store in it. Plus, it was closer than the Rideau Centre to the other surprise he had in store for her today.

She squealed with glee and then yelled at him to get out of her room so she could change.

He rolled his eyes with a smile and shut her door. Taking out his flip phone, he hammered out a few texts to his friends, then ducked into the bathroom to check his hair. The swoopy fringe looked awesome with his naturally white hair, and he’d added a streak of blue for the edge factor. He snapped a grainy photo of himself biting his lip and daringly sent it to his new girlfriend before Hafsa burst into the bathroom, wearing her favorite new skirt— her favorite because their family had finally found a frilly one in dark green— and her dinosaur shirt.

Hafsa had come out two years ago, when she was only four years old, but her tomboy tendencies hadn’t stopped. Shebal was fiercely proud of her, looking down at her fiery grin. Both their human and catfolk families had been so good about everything. The rest of the world had him to go through if they even thought about dimming her shine.

“Let’s go already!” her impatient cry shook him out of his thoughts and the two of them thundered to the door.

“Going to the mall now, be back later!” Shebal called to their human parents before shutting and locking the door.

They lived in a tall apartment building right beside the Rideau River. There was a bridge just a few blocks away, but Hafsa loved swimming through the river as a lion, so they walked down to the rapids where it was safer to cross. Shebal shielded her so she could get undressed and transform. As soon as she was in her lion cub body, she jumped into the water, leaving Shebal to scramble carefully after her, carrying her clothes and a towel above his head.

Once they’d reached the other shore, she quickly transformed back. He dried her off and helped her get dressed again. Then they hurried through the park— normally Shebal would have let her play, but they had a secret schedule to keep, so he complained of being too hot to hang around— and caught a bus. Hafsa had her hands and face pressed to the dirty window the whole time, despite Shebal telling her she’d get germs.

They soon arrived at the mall, trekking through the parking lot to get to the door. 

“Hey, stay with me,” Shebal called, jogging after an excited Hafsa to grab her hand. “Don’t run away from me. Especially not in a parking lot.”

She kept thumping her feet as she walked. “But I want to go to Toys R Us!”

“We won’t if you run away.”

She huffed, but walked normally beside her brother.

The AC was a welcome change after the long walk and hot bus. Shebal wanted to get his more adult chores out of the way first, so he brought them to Shoppers to get more hair spray and dyes in a few new colors. He was considering experimenting with rainbow hair, but wasn’t sure
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