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‘If I hadn’t been reading about a Jewish girl in Nazi Germany, I might have let Zippy kill me.’ This gets Blecher scribbling in her notepad. I knew it would. She’s a psych-major-dropout-turned-guidance-counsellor, the only thing between me and another suspension.



‘She tried to kill you, really?’



I nod, sucking on my Tootsie Pop.



‘Let’s talk about all your mothers.’ Blecher always wants to ‘talk’; she learned that in Psych 101. I don’t want to talk, especially about my mothers. It’s not that I have anything against them. I don’t go around blaming them for my inability to attend classes regularly, or to find the meaning of life, but mental disturbances seem to be a recurring theme, if my current mother’s crack-up is any indication. ‘Why would a student want to stab me?’ she keeps asking. The fact that she was the school principal eludes her. Which is why another suspension must be avoided. Rattling around the house with Drew freaking over her stab wounds is no joyride.



I keep sucking, staring at the mottos taped to the wall behind Blecher’s desk. ‘HANG IN THERE!’ one of them says. ‘TOMORROW THIS WILL BE YESTERDAY!’ assures another. ‘TIME IS THE GREAT HEALER!’ Beside the slogans are smiley faces. I endure Blecher because our ‘sessions’ keep me out of the halls crowded with buttheads, but the woman is seriously damaged. She dyes her hair orange and fries it with a curling iron to make it puff off her head. She wears little pointy shoes and stashes food in Tupperware in her desk. You can be talking about something personal, like how you wish you could develop an eating disorder but you can’t stop eating, and she’ll reach into a drawer and pull out a cracker and one of those cheese triangles wrapped in foil. You’ll have to sit there watching her tear the foil off the cheese in little tiny strips. Soon the cubicle-sized office will stink of Blecher’s digestion.



Pen ready, she looks probingly at me. ‘Let’s talk about how your first mother tried to kill you.’



‘Pills. Plus a jump off the balcony, holding hands so we wouldn’t be lonely.’



‘How did you stop her?’



‘I said I was reading.’ After Anne Frank, I was hooked on persecuted-Jewish-girl stories. Compared to them, living with Zippy wasn’t so bad. Or putrid Damian for that matter. Shared custody meant I was in constant motion. Like the Jews, I had no homeland.



Blecher pats her puffed hair. ‘Why do you think Zippy wanted to commit suicide?’



‘To teach Damian a lesson. He was always bumping uglies with other dames.’



The truth is I considered pretending to swallow the pills, faking the jump, then shaking myself free of her, watching her body flail through the air in her fluffy bathrobe. Then I twigged to the awful truth that I’d be left all alone like the Jewish girl. Her father had gone into hiding and her mother was constantly volunteering at the orphanage. Jews had been forbidden to attend German schools so the girl had to hide out in the apartment all day. ‘I love you more than anybody, Mother,’ I said, which wasn’t saying much as I didn’t love anybody - except my hamster, Alice, who’d died - but I understood that dramatics were required, that our death warrant was Zippy’s cry for help. I dropped to my knees, grabbed
 her around the waist and wailed into her bathrobe. ‘I don’t want to die and I don’t want you to die! Why do we have to die!?’



‘Because nobody gives a fuck about us, honeybunch. Nobody gives a fuck!’



Blecher twirls one of her gold stud earrings, winding up her brain. I spare her the sordid details of Zippy’s debacle because Blecher’s one of those living-in-a-Disney-movie types who get hysterical when you reveal life’s atrocities. ‘It must have been terrifying for you,’ she says.



‘I just wanted to finish my book.’ The Jewish girl was walking alone in streets full of Nazis. She bought sausages from an ‘Aryans Only’ butcher. He even called her liebling. I was scared shitless he would discover her true identity and snatch her bratwurst.



‘You’ve always found solace in reading, haven’t you?’ Blecher’s powers of observation continue to amaze. I only have a book on me 24/7. ‘I love to read,’ she says, which is outrageous because the only thing she reads is Archie comics. She hides them in a New Yorker or something so you’ll think she’s intellectual.



‘How’re you taking Archie tying the knot with Veronica?’ I ask, suspecting she’s pro-Betty and pretty broken up about the wedding.



‘We’re here to talk about you, Limone. What did Zippy do when you refused to co-operate?’



‘I distracted her by begging for another hamster.’ The Jewish girl begged her mother to promise she wouldn’t send her away with the orphans to England. ‘Promise me, Mutti,’ she’d pleaded. But Mutti pushed her away and told her to finish her latkes. Zippy didn’t push me away but the fluff on her bathrobe was tickling my nostrils. Thump thump thump banged through the wall as the neighbours cranked their stereo for another Friday-night beer swill. If we made it through the night, Damian would be there in the morning, stinking in his Buick. We’d go to the Golden Griddle and I’d stuff my face while he’d sweat over the sports section.



I never told Damian about the botched double suicide. He’d already left Zippy anyway to shack up with Drew who’s ashamed of being a neat freak and tries to mess things up once in a while, do something really radical like leave her coat lying around. I’m a chronic slob so there have been tensions between us. At first Damian tried to get me to call Drew ‘Mother.’ Drew didn’t care what I called her. We got along alright, passing the Shredded Wheat and all that. Damian was busy bossing around illegal immigrants on construction sites, so Drew and I spent a lot of time alone, in separate rooms. Mostly I read, got into the dead Russians, especially Dostoyevsky because everybody in his books is so totally damaged. He must have been totally damaged what with that secret society business, being sentenced to death and all that, then being carted off to Siberia.



Blecher digs around in a box of Ritz Bits. ‘Did Zippy get you another hamster?’



‘Negative.’



‘How did that make you feel?’ She’s wearing her concerned-counsellor expression, lips pursed, eyebrows merged. Best to defuse things before she contacts Children’s Aid.



‘I watched Bob and Bing movies.’



‘Who?’



‘Hope and Crosby.’



Blecher masticates Ritz Bits, clearly ignorant of the twentieth century’s primo comic duo. I’ve got all the road movies. Bob lived to be a hundred. I think about that when I watch him being blown out of a cannon or something. I like movies made before 1950, when women had soft bodies and something to do in flicks besides strip and fake orgasms. Dorothy Lamour never flashed her headlights. Rossi and Tora, my non-compos associates, can’t stand anything that doesn’t have sex or special effects. ‘How can you watch black and white?’ they kvetch. When I tried to get them to sit through Harvey Rossi said, ‘Is this supposed to be funny? Like, anybody can see there’s no rabbit.’



‘Maybe the rabbit shows up later,’ Tora suggested.



James Stewart’s alright, but Cary Grant’s my man. I almost read his biography once but decided I didn’t want to know what a fuck-up he was, twenty-five wives and all that. I know he was born Archibald Leach then remade himself as Cary Grant. I wouldn’t mind doing something like that.



‘You have your whole life ahead of you, Limone,’ Blecher says, shaking the empty Ritz box. ‘You should be full of hope and enthusiasm.’



‘It’s hard to get enthusiastic when adults keep telling us everything sucks.’



‘When have you heard me speak negatively about anything?’



‘Not you, the usual noddies who yak about the good old days before kiddie porn and pollution. When people left their doors unlocked and kids walked home alone. When employers paid benefits and didn’t downsize every three seconds.’ 



This stumps her. She scribbles on her pad.



‘These days,’ I continue, slowly so she can get it all down, ‘unless you’re a super-brain or gorgeous, you’re going to end up in some bottom-feeder job at some corporation that’s going to restructure every time you take a crap. If you make it through the first cuts, you might as well chain yourself to your cubicle because they’re going to want your soul.’



That’s why boys get into guns. It’s easy and you can scare people who wouldn’t give you a job interview if you offered to blow them. Well, maybe if you offered to blow them.



‘There’s no room out there,’ I say. ‘It’s way too crowded. We need more war and pestilence.’



‘You cannot,’ Blecher says, ‘you simply cannot expect to function with such a bleak outlook.’



‘I don’t expect to function.’



‘You’ll break your mother’s heart.’



‘Which one?’





2



Drew’s hunched over the crosswords again, still in Damian’s old pjs.



‘Do you want anything from the store?’ I ask. ‘There must be something you’ll eat.’ I think she shakes her head. She’s stopped picking up after me. The place looks like a tornado hit.



Instead of jail, the knifer’s getting medication and treatment for pms, plus therapy for depression and anger management. She’s supposed to keep an hour-by-hour log of her mood and seek counselling if it’s negative. She wears a wristwatch that beeps every forty-five minutes to remind her to check her mood. She hasn’t returned to school. She told the judge she was sorry and that she wants to meet with Drew to apologize in person. Drew can’t face her, couldn’t even attend the court proceedings. The letter opener was twenty-three centimetres long. Drew had to have surgery to remove it. I caught her trying to look at the scar in the full-length mirror. She couldn’t turn her head enough to see it properly but I saw it, red and ridged, like something out of a horror movie.



I push my cart around the Valu-Mart, sniff and squeeze things, pretend I’m like other people, buy some Black Forest ham thinking Drew might go for it instead of peanut butter. Her first husband’s son is coming next week. He’s a tree saver, climbs trees and lives in them. He gives the trees names and has a special tree-saver name himself, Thor or something. I stare at the frozen foods trying to figure out what a tree saver might eat that I can nuke because old Drew won’t be playing hostess any time soon. Zippy was always buying prepared foods and becoming hysterical when the food didn’t look like it did on TV. Me, the seven-year-old wizard, explained that TV wasn’t like real life. Zippy had a problem with this concept, was always comparing her daily grind with the smoke and mirrors on the one-eyed monster. ‘It’s not humanly possible to look that good,’ she’d say, regarding some liposuctioned model type. I decided there was no way I was going to spend my life sitting in front of a box that told me I was ugly. I quit TV and even movies, the modern ones anyway, because they get inside my head: all those hard bodies jumping in and out of cars and rutting.
 Plus the violence. Rossi forced me to watch Gangs of New York and I couldn’t handle all that butchery. What’s his name, who was in Titanic, was in it and Rossi’s got the hots for him. Ever since her breasts sprouted, Rossi’s only concern is whether guys think she’s sexy. I tell her they’d ram a tree if it had a hole in it. Tora has small breasts and writes poems in lower case about her isolation. She’s been working on an ode about the stabbing, depicting Drew as some kind of girl Jesus. The three of us were eating fries at the time of the incident, heard a hollering and saw Drew with the letter opener sticking out of her back, still holding her food tray. She must be the only principal in history who eats in the cafeteria. Anyway, preoccupied with the greater good, she didn’t twig to the fact that she’d been seriously wounded. She carefully set down the tray, switching to conflict-resolution mode, but the knifer didn’t seem too interested and started swiping at Drew with her paws, calling her a cunt-shitting bitch. This got the mob’s attention; even the geeks looked up from their techno-crap. Finally Mr. Coombs, super-jock phys. ed. teacher, tackled the girl from behind and held her arms behind her back. She kept wiggling around, shoving her ass into his crotch, making Coombs’ eyebrows pop. When the paramedics arrived, Drew was lying motionless with her legs sticking out at weird angles.



‘How’s your mother?’ Damian asks.



‘Which one?’



‘Has she left the house yet?’



‘Negative.’



Ever since Damian started feeling guilty about leaving me on suicide watch for mother number one, he’s been taking me out. We started with doughnuts but have progressed to beer. The waitresses act wenchy around him and don’t ask my age. I guess he’s good-looking, though his hair’s thinning a bit. He’s alright. I’ve never expected much from him. When he isn’t chasing pussy, he’s stomping around in a hard hat on building sites. He met Drew when he was the site manager for our school reno. Now he’s with some other tomato he really wants me to like. They play tennis and drag me out so I can miss every single ball.



‘She should be seeing a therapist,’ he says.



‘To which mother would you be referring?’



‘Drew, obviously.’



‘Obviously.’ I like saying that word, stretching out the ob then gliding into the vious.



One table over, a couple are shoving tongues down each other’s throats. Damian’s pretending he hasn’t noticed.



‘I’d like some nachos,’ I say, knowing the cheese will stick to my thighs.



‘Whatever you want,’ he says, wiping sweat off his forehead with his napkin. He always sweats around me. I figure it’s due to his high blood pressure and compulsive lying. ‘A little bird told me your biological mother wants to meet you.’ 



I don’t say anything because I know he will.



‘That’s exciting,’ he says. He always says, ‘That’s exciting,’ or ‘How exciting.’ It never is. I ask the waitress for nachos.



He leans over the table, giving me his undivided attention. ‘Aren’t you just a tad curious about her?’



I don’t tell him she’s probably trailer trash who hopes my existence will give her life meaning.



‘Zippy phoned the other day,’ he says. ‘She thinks you’ll never forgive her.’



That’s sweet, the two of them talking behind my back. ‘They let her out?’



‘She hasn’t been institutionalized for some time, Limone. If you paid attention you would know this.’



‘Are you paying attention? I mean, she was your wife. Maybe if you paid her more than a dollar a month, she wouldn’t have to clean toilets.’



‘For your information, she is no longer with Molly Maid. She’s working at Marty Millionaire.’



‘That’s exciting.’ I try to picture Zippy in her fluffy bathrobe hustling couches.



The nachos arrive and I start shoving them in my mouth. When I was eight I decided to stop reacting to humans. Reacting gives them power, which they can use against you. Registering nothing shields you. The attackers throw jibes and punches but go unrewarded. You’re still inside your body feeling the pain, but the ass-faces can’t see it. This is particularly useful when boys stalk you. I’m classified as a ‘dog,’ which means they pass me off to a friend: ‘How ’bout some sucky-fucky with my friend here, bitch?’ What is it about boys and packs? A bunch of them are currently swarming total strangers. Even if the victims offer up their iPods and cells, the dullards still beat the crap out of them. So I take precautions, dress baggy, cover up. Avoid all techno gizmos.



‘Why don’t you give her a shout?’ he asks.



‘Who?’



‘Your real mom. It can’t hurt and, who knows, you might like her.’



‘What’s it to you if I call her?’



‘Limone, you’re a little short on role models right now. She might be just what you need, with Drew in rough shape.’



‘Drew’s fine.’



‘I don’t think so.’



‘Don’t think, okay, do me a favour, don’t think.’



He does one of his walrus sighs then takes a gander at the couple swapping spit. I ingest more nachos, thinking about that woman who adopted two unbelievably cute Guatemalan babies only to discover that she couldn’t ‘bond’ with them. Nine loveless years later she passed them back to the adoption agency. ‘I made a mistake,’ she said. ‘They deserve so much more than I can give.’ Of course the boys weren’t cute babies anymore and nobody wanted to adopt them. They’re in foster care. I cut out their photo and put it in my mother/daughter scrapbook, even though they’re boys.



‘You’re really growing up,’ Damian observes. ‘If you wore some decent clothes you might even be pretty. Whoever would have thunk it?’ Not only does he say thunk but another favourite phrase is How d’you like dem apples? It is truly painful being associated with him.



‘Do you need clothes? Some summer dresses?’



What’s he got in mind? Something short and sheer? A pair of fuck-me pumps?



‘You know,’ Damian says, breathing beer, ‘you’re always welcome to come and live with me and Goldie.’ He only asks me when he’s drunk. I push the plate of carbs and fats at him. 



‘I gotta go.’



‘D’you need a ride?’



‘Negative.’



‘Don’t be a stranger.’



Late shifts at the hospital don’t bother me. I like talking to the kids who can’t sleep. The lucky ones have parents dozing on sofa beds in their rooms, but there’s always some loner whose parents work nights or have to look after other sibs. My job is mostly to make sure the younger ones don’t pull out their ivs. Contrary to popular belief, kids don’t usually die from cancer these days. Unless it’s neural blastoma, which is pretty rare and only happens to the under-fives. Leukemia is usually treatable, although sometimes the chemo and radiation cause infections. The worst is when the brain gets infected, because it can result in brain damage. If the kid makes it, she has to learn how to walk again, hold a crayon, a spoon. By the time she’s up to speed on feeding herself, chances are the cancer’s back. But mostly the kids pull through. In the short term anyway. In the long term they’re more susceptible to adult cancers but nobody talks about that. So I don’t sweat the cancer ward.



The parents can be a problem, freaking out where the kids can hear them. The parents check their brains when they step through the hospital doors, morph into emoting blobs in the elevators. I always ask them to fuss and blither in private because their children don’t want to hear about dying, they want to party. Sometimes they’re
 too weak to do much so I perform puppet shows by their beds, the more violent the better. The girls always want a wedding at the end. The boys want everyone blown up. I tell them somebody has to live to keep the human race going. ‘Why?’ they ask, which is a good question. 



I really like this six-year-old named Kadylak whose parents are Ukrainian and clock long hours at shit jobs to pay for the cancer drugs their daughter needs when she’s not in the hospital. Even though Kadylak knows making extra cash is why they’re not around, it’s obvious she misses them like crazy. She rocks in her sleep and calls for them. I put my arms around her and hold her steady till she relaxes. You can always tell when a kid’s fallen asleep because suddenly they weigh an extra fifty pounds and have no bones in their bodies. Most children with cancer become pretty self-absorbed what with the treatment and pain and the feeling that the world’s left them behind. But Kadylak keeps an eye on things, people’s moods. If I’m sad, angry, frustrated, Kadylak wants to know about it. ‘Why are you so fussterated?’ Usually I tell her and she listens. Nobody else does. Blecher’s head bobs but she’s not hearing what I’m saying; I’m tempted to ask her why she doesn’t do something useful, like learn how to masturbate, but I can’t risk another suspension. Kadylak’s a big believer in ‘tomorrow,’ which is wild considering she’s got cancer. ‘It’ll be different tomorrow,’ she says. She never says, It’ll be better tomorrow. Just different.
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The truth is I want a biological mother like the Jewish girl’s. When the Nazis evicted them, Mutti sent her daughter on the Kindertransport to England even though losing Marianne was killing her. Mutti told Marianne that she had to let her go to a better life because there would be no life in Germany. Mutti sacrificed herself for her daughter. She pinned a letter inside her dress that told Marianne how much she loved her, that she couldn’t bear the thought of not watching her grow, not fixing her hair, not lengthening her dresses. That’s how my real mother is in my heart. In my head she’s that girl who gave birth in the can at Walmart and left the baby in the toilet bowl. Gives new meaning to the phrase shop till you drop.



I’m digging through the debris in my locker for that French textbook I pretend to read to keep Babineaux off my case, when Tora thrusts one of her poems at me:



i’m in my own world 
all alone in this 
icy blue sky 
i see no one 
hear no one 
i cry tears of pain 
but i no longer ask 
why am i here 



‘Awesome,’ I say, avoiding eye contact. I’ve considered telling her the truth re her verse but suspect this would mean losing an ally, which I can’t afford. Personally, I think telling the truth is overrated.



Rossi shows up, smearing on lip gloss. ‘So what are you guys doing for lunch?’



‘Sitting in the yard and flicking boogers,’ I say.



There’s a party none of us are invited to, at Nicole’s. She’s one of Queen Bee Kirsten’s followers. Being excluded has Rossi in a funk.



‘That’s like, the tenth party this year,’ she whines.



I can’t imagine going to a ‘party.’ I’d have to look interested. 



‘She’s invited everybody,’ Rossi says. I’m worried about her. She doesn’t see what’s happening, that she’s been labelled skank; that soon they’ll be dissing her in the halls and online, pelting her with rocks and toilet paper. Last year Kirsten pushed a broken bottle into a skank’s face. Of course there were no witnesses. And yet somehow word got around that the skank’s chin had been hanging off her face. I want to protect Rossi from a similar assault. We’ve known each other since JK, swapped Winnie the Pooh stories, cried at the end when Christopher Robin asks Pooh to remember him always no matter what happens.



‘Why should you care?’ I ask.



‘Unlike you, Lemon, I like to meet guys.’



‘Do you actually want their dicks up your snatch, Ross?’ I ask. ‘Do you get some kind of power surge when they grab your tits or do you just want to be loved?’



‘You should talk. Everybody says you’re a dyke.’



‘That’ll keep ’em off me.’



We used to talk about other things than sex and guys. We used to have confidence. We spun cartwheels and handstands. We got A’s in math.



‘Lemon’s saving herself for the ghost of Cary Grant,’ Tora says.



The skateboard boys arrive in the yard. Dressed in grunge, long-haired with toques pulled low over their foreheads, they slam their boards around. Rossi arranges her body for better viewing.



‘Do you think the words personal hygiene hold any meaning for them?’ I ask.



‘I think M. Babineaux wants to have sex with me,’ Rossi announces.



‘You think everybody wants to have sex with you,’ Tora says, penning another poem.



‘It’s the way he leans over me when he’s helping. He’s like, all over me.’



‘Do you want to have sex with him?’ I ask.



‘It might be different.’



‘With him being French and all.’



‘He’s got halitosis,’ Tora points out.



Babineaux is ambidextrous. When he’s conjugating verbs on the board you have to copy really fast because as he’s writing with his right hand, he’s erasing with his left. ‘So,’ I say, ‘you’re thinking he can work you with both hands?’



‘What would you know about it?’



‘I know I wouldn’t have sex just because it would be different.’ 



‘You wouldn’t have sex, period.’



I don’t know if this is actually true. I didn’t want to have sex with Doyle, even though I let him shove his tongue down my throat a few times – only after he’d taken me out for fancy dinners, of course. Having a boyfriend flush with cash has its upsides. You get to go places other than Tim Hortons, and drive around in his daddy’s car. But the whole sweaty, slobbery, groping process is pretty base, particularly if he’s been drinking beer and eating oysters.



Sex with Kadylak’s father, on the other hand, has some allure. He’s attractive in an earthy-but-sensitive-labourer kind of way. He doesn’t speak much English which might be part of the attraction. He’s been asking fewer questions now that Kadylak’s on her third cycle of treatment. Watching orangeyred and bright yellow fluids dripping into her is the new normal for him. They’ve put a portacath in her chest because her arms are burned out from the first two cycles. What Mr. Paluska hasn’t witnessed is the intramuscular needles three times a week. The nurses put numbing cream on her but still Kadylak screams. It’s the only time she shows her pain. The nurses wear masks, gowns and gloves when they give needles or handle chemo drugs. They look pretty scary. They even gown up when they’re removing bed pans because any bodily fluid coming out of these kids is toxic. The first time Kadylak bloated up from the steroids and her hair was falling out in clumps, she looked terrified. Now she’s just resigned. She sees things for what they are: drugs that’ll save or kill her. ‘I’m like, so totally bored,’ Rossi anounces.



Tora hands me the latest.



the world is in unrest 
innocent people dying 
afraid to go out after dark 
violence 
we must end it 
give of ourselves 
show that we care 
the world needs 
a river of peace 



I watch Zippy through Marty Millionaire’s window. She’s checking herself out in a gaudy full-length mirror. She looks fatter. The medication always puffs her up. Makes me think of those Guantánamo prisoners being mainlined antidepressants until they get so stupid they don’t know who they are anymore. They start calling the guards their daddies and do everything they tell them. Zippy doesn’t
 know who she is anymore, if she ever did. She used to heat pins over a flame then stick them into her wrists. She didn’t go for the arteries, just wanted to cause pain because she said feeling pain was better than feeling nothing. She’d make a pattern of black dots with the pin. Over a week the dots would turn from black to yellow and she’d start picking at them to make sure they wouldn’t heal. The open sores stuck to her clothing. She’d yank her sleeves over her hands. Even after the wounds healed they’d remain swollen for months. When she progressed to razor blades, I told Damian. The way I see it I was partially responsible. She couldn’t feel love for me so she cut herself. I’ve quit trying to be loveable. Being adopted makes it easy: I was damaged from the start. Unwanted goods.



Zippy sees me and jumps up and down as though she’s just won something. She grabs me and pulls me into the store. ‘How are you? Sweetness, it’s so good to see you, you look … you look so grown-up.’



‘Damian says you think I’ll never forgive you. I forgive you. Don’t carry that around.’ I can’t stand being somebody else’s baggage.



Already there’s nothing to say. She sits on a bloated couch and pats the spot beside her.



‘I’ve got to get to work,’ I say.



‘Just for a sec, honeybunch. Just give me a minute.’



The truth is I want her to hold me, make it all better the way she could before the pins.



‘You were the most beautiful baby,’ she says, like she always does. ‘I took one look at you and knew I’d love you forever.’



What a careless word love is. People toss it around.



‘Do you like working here?’ I ask.



‘Oh, Lloyd’s fabulous.’ I see an ape man in the back watching us. She’s always been a good lay, all those years tranked in a bathrobe.



‘I’m still in training,’ Zippy whispers. ‘Lloyd’s been so patient. Let me look at you.’



I stare back at her, see the fear in her eyes. ‘I forgive you,’ I say again.



‘Why won’t she buy you some pretty clothes?’



‘I’ve got to run.’ I quickly kiss her forehead. It feels moist. I’ve made her sweat.



Sometimes I think I’m going nuts. Usually when I’m scooping ice cream for overfed Homo sapiens. I start freaking about being trapped underground with a thousand humans. I watch them clogging the mall, picking their noses, trying to figure out what to consume next. I start visualizing their gastrointestinal tracts, plugged with burgers, fries, wings, pizza, slushies. I start thinking about toilets and all the shit in pipes all around me. I look at the paraplegic who buys frozen yogourt for his parrot. The parrot sits on the handlebars of his motorized wheelchair. The paraplegic feeds the parrot the yogourt with a stir stick. I stare at the old guy in the Speedy Muffler cap who orders vanilla softees and grabs his crotch when I hand them to him. I see parents shouting at their consumer trainees then buying them more stuff. I think about China, all that economic growth blackening the rivers, lungs and faces – killing people. I think about all the wars going on for no good reason, and those Africans fighting over diamond mines, cutting off the arms and legs of children, and I just can’t see how it’s possible not to go nuts. That’s if you think about anything for more than five seconds. If you can stop thinking after five seconds and move on to some new topic, you’ll probably be alright. Drew knows about every stupid human trick going, and it doesn’t get her down because she thinks she can do something about it. She’s a member of every human rights and environmental protection organization going. She reads up on all the shit that goes down. She seems to think reading is taking action. She drives a low-emissions car and has solar panels attached to her roof. She thinks she’s making a difference whereas I know IT MAKES NO DIFFERENCE. Although, since the stabbing, the mail’s been piling up. She doesn’t read the ‘Save Our Water’ pamphlets anymore. Mostly she chases the cats in the backyard. She pitches plastic containers of water at them but always misses. She says the fucking cats shit and piss and dig around in the flower beds. This is not news to me, but Drew used to have a day job and no time to sit around staring at the yard. The cats aren’t afraid of her. She’s collected gravel from the driveway and is planning to ambush them. At least it’ll get her out.



Doyle’s standing over me wearing his Dairy Dream hat at a jaunty angle. The hats are mandatory; we all look demented in them. The main reason I went out with Doyle is he’s six foot four. I felt like a little woman beside him, wanted him to pick me up the way Rhett picks up Scarlett.



‘Are you washing the scoops regularly?’ Doyle demands. Ever since I stopped going out with him, he demands things. 



‘How regularly?’



‘You’re not cleaning them at all, are you? You’re just soaking them.’



Doyle likes to make explosions in chemistry. Mr. Conkwright will stress that certain chemicals should not be mixed because they’re combustible and sure enough old Doyle will mix them to make a bang.



‘I don’t want to have to report you,’ he says.



I could say, ‘To who?’ Mr. Buzny, who shows up to collect the cash, who wouldn’t notice a dirty scoop if it was shoved up his ass. I don’t say this because that would be reacting. Doyle wants me to react. Doyle has spread word that I’m frigid.



‘Have you checked the toppings?’ he demands, flipping the lids. ‘You’re almost out of sprinkles here. What the fuck have you been doing?’



Is it always going to be like this when I tell a boy I don’t want him slobbering all over me? I didn’t actually say that, of course. I think I said I wasn’t ready for ‘this,’ which I’m sure our hero took to mean sexual intercourse in general as opposed to sexual intercourse with him. At our hero’s urging, we’d been imbibing banana daiquiris at a bar with a tropical theme and, I have to admit, those drinks were good. Those drinks even made Doyle look good, until his tongue started weaseling around my mouth. He shoved me up against a fake palm tree beside the toilets. Men walked by zipping their flies. Women flicked their hair. Nobody cared that some guy twice my size was squashing me into a plastic palm. They assumed I was enjoying it, which is what I’d always assumed when I saw couples pushed up against immobile objects. Now I know better. You get yourself into these situations and sometimes it’s not so easy to get out of them.



Drew’s always told me that if you get into a difficult situation with a boy, tell him you’re going to puke. It worked with Doyle. He backed off and I dashed to the Ladies’ to scrub his spit out of my mouth. Drew knows a thing or two. She’s alright. Which is why I’m sad she got knifed. I’ve never told her that. Maybe I should.
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Mr. Huff, who’s about a hundred, has us studying A Midsummer Night’s Dream, which has to be Shakespeare’s all-time most boring play - all those halfwit lovers and fairies flitting around. Mr. Huff squints at us. ‘Who’s going to read?’ he asks. I know he’s about to pick me because I’m the only girl whose name he remembers. He only remembers it because I was in his class last year when he made us read Love’s Labour’s Lost, Shakespeare’s second all-time most boring play. I can’t stand all this love-at-first-sight bilge, couples obsessing over each other before they’ve even had a conversation. People are always blaming Hollywood for our screwed-up perceptions of romance, but as far as I’m concerned, it started with Shakespeare. All those guys and gals swooning over each other from a distance. Get them alone in a room to hash it out, don’t make us numb our asses for two and a half acts before they get it together. Even then they don’t have a serious conversation, just exchange the old wedding vows. Happy happy happy. All those pretty boys in dresses. No wonder Will was a queer.



‘Limone?’ Huff says. ‘Why don’t you have a go at the fairy queen?’



Limone is the name
 Zippy cursed me with. I changed it to Lemon when I was six. This upset Zippy because she thought Limone was French and classy.



‘Why,’ I inquire, hoping to delay reading until the bell, ‘does Titania cave to Oberon?’



‘Interesting question.’



Huff always says, ‘Interesting question,’ because he’s so excited anybody even has a question.



‘Why,’ he repeats loudly, I guess because he’s hoping to wake a few dozers, ‘does Titania succumb to Oberon?’ He peers over his reading glasses. ‘Any ideas?’



‘It’s because she’s drugged,’ I point out.



‘Is that the only reason?’ Huff queries, hands clasped behind his back in scholar mode.



Queen Bee Kirsten puts up her hand. ‘I think she was attracted to him all along.’



‘Based on what?’ I say without putting up my hand. I never put up my hand. I figure these duffers are lucky I bother to participate. They’re just passing time, counting paycheques till the pension kicks in.



‘He’s sexy,’ Kirsten says. ‘That’s obvious.’



‘How is that obvious?’



‘Interesting question,’ Huff says. ‘How is that obvious?’



Kirsten thinks hard, twirling her hair.



‘She talks about him all the time,’ Nicole of the party we’re not invited to says.



‘She doesn’t talk about him,’ I say. ‘She talks about the changeling boy. She doesn’t give a rat’s fart about Oberon, she wants the boy.’



‘She wants the boy because she wants Oberon,’ Kirsten says. ‘That’s obvious.’



Everything is always obvious to Kirsten.



‘How is that obvious?’ I ask again.



‘Interesting question,’ Huff says. ‘How is it obvious she wants Oberon?’



‘She’s always talking about him,’ Kirsten says.



‘She’s not always talking about him,’ I repeat. ‘She’s talking about the changeling boy.’ It could go on like this for hours. Huff starts pacing, excited by the stimulating discussion.



‘It’s date rape,’ I say. ‘Dope ’em and do ’em.’ Gasps are heard, then snorts. Huff takes off his glasses and rubs the bridge of his nose. The bell goes. I jet out of there.



In need of air I head for the track, hang my head off the bleachers and watch the world upside down. Looks better this way. People have to work at holding on to the planet, they can’t just loiter. Feet are put down with purpose, bodies move with conviction.



I don’t think Zippy actually meant to hurt me when she attempted to kill me. I think she was trying to save me from suffering. That’s all it’s been for her, one big trial. She often said, ‘This is a trial,’ or ‘What a trial.’ I don’t know what she was on trial for – burning the macaroni? Failing to keep up with the laundry? Failing to provide sucky-fucky for old Damian? I think he was happy with her for about five seconds, before her tits fell and her neediness got on his nerves. She was supposed to be a homemaker, which in those days was pretty radical because everybody was enslaving themselves to corporations and shoving their kids into daycare. Classmates used to tell me I was so lucky to have my mom at home, which I was before she started self-mutilating. We made popsicle-stick castles and baked cookies. She taught me how to ride a bike. She and Damian were on some list to adopt another kid but it was impossible to find one who wasn’t damaged by drugs or alcohol. I wanted a brother or sister, preferably a sister. I imagined we’d be one happy family like on TV. I pretended to talk to my sister at night when I couldn’t sleep. She couldn’t sleep either and always agreed with me about what jerks people were.



There must be some twisted reason why my biological mother wants to meet me all of a sudden. Maybe she’s got cancer and wants to fill me in on my rotten genes. Or maybe her legitimate spawn got killed in a car crash. Or her son got an ak-47 and shot up a cafeteria and she can’t cope with the revelation that she raised a monster.



The football-slash-hockey crowd trot onto the track. You’d like to think such cretins are extinct, only to be resurrected in Hollywood movies. Unfortunately, jocks still rule. We girls watch them jog around, warming up for some macho-man activity. According to Doyle, the football-slash-hockey boys can get any girl they want. He said this as though it doesn’t get better than being able to shove your noodle up any girl you want. Rossi was given the honour of being nailed by one of the football hulks. She said he ‘fucked me hard,’ which doesn’t sound too charming. She said it was ‘athletic sex.’ I said, ‘Did you like it?’



‘He’s got a great body.’



‘Did you like it?’



‘It’s not that simple.’



‘Why isn’t it that simple?’



‘There are parts you like and parts you don’t like.’



‘What parts didn’t you like?’



‘He kept pushing my head down to his crotch. He’s like, a total blow-job freak.’



I watch the blow-job freak do some stride jumps. I want to grab his head and shove it into some jock’s stinking crotch. I’ve never been able to compute why girls are expected to suck boys off and yet the ultimate degradation for a straight male is to suck another male’s penis. ‘Suck my cock, you cocksucker!’ they yell at each other. So why is it an honour for girls to get on their knees and gag on some dullard’s jewels? No equality of the sexes there. Rossi started out providing fellatio as an alternative to sexual intercourse because she knew her mother would freak if she found out Rossi had lost her virginity. But the boys got bored with that pretty quick.



‘What about you?’ I asked her once. ‘Are you bored with it?’



She shrugged. She doesn’t factor into it. I don’t know how that happened. She looks in the mirror and frets about what guys will think of her. What she thinks of herself doesn’t matter anymore.



The twist with the current supremo jock is that he wants to be a rap star even though he’s white and is going to end up selling insurance or something. His car stereo always blares gangsta rap about ‘what that ho needs.’ Meanwhile, Queen Bee Kirsten and her ladies are cheerleaders. The revival of cheerleading is a twenty-first-century tragedy in my opinion. It is truly painful watching them twitch their glutes and spread their legs. Rossi auditioned but they wouldn’t have her. Somebody taped a bottle of Rid, the poison you smear on your pubic hair when you get crabs, to her locker this morning. I grabbed it before she saw it. Kirsten’s crowd has been staring at her, hoping for signs of humiliation. Rossi, of course, thinks they’re paying special attention to her eensy-weensy tank-top-and-capris combo.



In Social Studies Mrs. Freeman told us that we have to rid the world of the notion that young people today don’t have ideals and morals. ‘Prove them wrong!’ she bellowed. Like everybody else, she wants us to get educated so we can score some pod job, licking the assistant vp’s loafers. Work sixty-hour weeks so we can earn the benefits we won’t get after we burn out and get laid off. I’d rather make soap. I read about some burnt-out human-rights lawyer who transformed himself into an organic farmer and hooked up with an Amish community to learn how to make organic soap. The Amish use ingredients from their gardens, kitchens and barns to brew soap. The human-rights lawyer got spooked about stewing animal fats so he substituted avocado oil, castor oil, cocoa butter and palm kernel oil. He mixes them together in a big cast-iron pot heated over a wood-burning stove. He throws in natural stuff that adds fragrance, like lemongrass, cedarwood, eucalyptus, lavender, then he pours it into a wooden soap pan with a wooden lid. Next he bakes it in a wood-burning stove, lets it cool, slices it up and sells it at markets and online. He says every morning he wakes up excited about some new natural ingredient
 he wants to toss in his soap. I can’t imagine waking up excited. One thing’s for sure, sitting in a lecture hall with 300 Asians and Muslims isn’t going to excite me. Why bother when they’re way smarter than me and taking over the world and all that. There’s this girl called YangYang at Dairy Dream who’s a super-brain. She’s going to university to study business and you just know where that one’s going. In five years she’ll own a bunch of Dairy Dreams and poor minority white trash like myself will be soaking her scoops.



I told Mrs. Freeman that the ruination of Spaceship Earth is thanks to the geniuses with post-secondary education.



‘Are you suggesting,’ she inquired, ‘that we eliminate post-secondary education?’



‘We need to learn from plants and animals,’ I told her. ‘Before they’re all dead.’



On principle I’m against the Tim Hortons concept, the whole franchise thing, plus they don’t buy fair-trade coffee, meaning little kids are picking the beans. But their soup’s alright and affordable. Rossi’s in a state because Kirsten’s crowd threw clumps of wet toilet paper at her. ‘Why would they do that?’ she asks, looking like the JK kid I remember. We used to pretend to be pioneers and shoot horse thieves.



‘Maybe they didn’t like your tank top,’ I say.



‘What’s wrong with my tank top?’



‘It’s a bit revealing,’ Tora says. She’s scribbling in her notepad again. I’ve quit actually reading her poems; instead I look down at the pad and picture snow falling upwards or something.



‘It’s no more “revealing” than Kirsten’s tank top,’ Rossi says.



‘There’s more of you to reveal,’ I point out.



‘It’s total bull,’ Rossi says, ‘all that stuff about how if you’ve got it, flaunt it.’



I’m pretty sure there’s msg in the soup because I always get a little hyper from it. ‘Did you read about that girl whose ex is posting sexually explicit videos of her on YouTube? You might want to give him a call, Ross.’



‘Very funny.’



‘He made it look as though she’d put them there herself. He impersonated her. Had her inviting any boy on the planet to enjoy her services.’



‘That’s heinous,’ Tora says.



‘Oh, the wonders of technology.’ I smear butter on my roll. I always ask for extra butter because I’m a butter addict. For some reason the servers seem to resent handing over extra butter, like it’s costing them personally, when we all know the Tim Hortons Corp. can spare a few slabs.



Tora hands me her scrawl. I look down at it, trying to decide which doughnut to consume. Tora wants to be a writer. She plans to go to university and take creative writing. I told her no decent writer studies creative writing. She accused me of being envious because I have no direction. She doesn’t think I’m serious about the soap thing. I’ve actually been thinking about a mint facial soap. Mint’s got anti-inflammatory properties, which would be good for zits.



‘I’m going to crash Nicole’s party,’ Rossi announces.



I get a blueberry cruller. The dough sticks to the top of my mouth, making speech difficult.



‘You’ve got to get over this party thing,’ Tora says.



‘And do what?’ Rossi asks. ‘Sit around writing lonely poems? No thank you.’



‘You could get a hobby,’ I say.



‘Don’t start with the pennies,’ Rossi says. When we were in Brownies, I collected pennies to earn a Brownie badge. I’ve kept it up because I want to have a penny for as many years as possible. My oldest penny is from 1939. I like holding it and thinking about some mother holding it in 1939, listening to the wireless about Herr Hitler, worrying that sonny boy will have to go to war and get his legs blown off. I like knowing that she’s dead and that her son’s dead and that the penny has changed hands millions of times since then. Hands that belonged to people who were just as freaked about something or other. There’s always something to freak about but the penny keeps going.
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Acop comes to our school to talk about Youth Violence. He’s short and losing his hair and talks really loudly even though the microphone’s set up. He keeps popping it on words like purpose and protect. His name is Power. Inspector Power. He says there have already been twelve homicides in our area this year. ‘If you live by the sword, you will die by the sword,’ he warns the assembly of head-and butt-scratchers. ‘Lay down your arms,’ he says. ‘The families who live here have good hearts and desire peace and just want to raise their families.’



Ms. Brimmers – Drew’s replacement – stands gazing at Inspector Power, getting creamy about the man in the uniform. Brimmers is very serious about her job because it’s her first gig as principal. Occasionally she smiles, which is truly scary because her lips curl back rodent-style and her nose wrinkles. Unlike Drew, she’s always looking over her shoulder, watching for knives.



‘Shootings are a symptom of something else,’ Inspector Power says. ‘You need to acquire the social skills that enable you to resolve incidents in a peaceful manner.’ He pops the mike on peaceful. ‘You’ve got to start thinking about compassion.’



I guess nobody’s told him that violence buys status, not to mention stardom. It’s not like anybody’s forgotten the Columbine boys - heck, they’re so famous a video game was named after them. Maybe Inspector Power hasn’t noticed that, even in the movies, the good guy ends up blowing everybody’s heads off in order to protect the families who desire peace and just want to raise their families. If you look at history, all the killings are supposed to be about protecting somebody or other; from the Romans on it’s just one big disembowelling process in the name of defence. No different from gang wars. That’s another problem I have with Shakespeare, he makes battlefield stuff look noble when the fact is, it’s just more slaughter for no good reason. And while his Henrys and Richards are plotting inside their castles, peasants are being burnt out, raped and pillaged on a regular basis. Over and over again the most ruthless despot wins. I guess there are a few exceptions, Hitler for example, but he still managed to kill six million Jews. Gandhi never lifted a sword but who wants to starve themselves and sit around in a diaper spinning cotton? And anyway, a bullet got him in the end. Meanwhile India and Pakistan are back to wanting to nuke each other, and the Middle East is one big ticking bomb. Somebody should come up with an advertising campaign that makes killing a sign of weakness. A campaign that makes not killing sexy, that makes guns look like crutches for cowards who lack social skills, that makes living and dying by the sword something to be ashamed of. Maybe somebody could design We Wun Without Guns T-shirts, or Don’t Slice, Be Nice hoodies, Bombs Are for Buttheads baseball caps. I’m no advertising wizard but it must be possible. Advertisers can make us do anything. The hitch is violence sells. And there’s nothing like a war to keep the corporations happy.



I’ve been reading about Genghis Khan because I’m obsessed with conquerors and monarchs. I like knowing that, even with all that power and cash, they were still dragging their asses and not exactly excited about getting up in the morning. Mostly they fretted about who was out to get them or betray them and, of course, which of their many enemies must be incarcerated or slaughtered. Anyway, for centuries old Genghis has been made out to be this Mongolian psycho killer. Well, it turns out he wasn’t half as gruesome as all those Vikings and William the Conqueror. Educated people resented that this labourer – Genghis – turned out to be an amazing warrior leader, but the academics made him out to be a ruthless murderer while the likes of the Plantagenets and Alexander the Great got special treatment. None of them conquered half as much land as old Genghis did. Old Caesar doesn’t even compare. But they were of noble birth and thus got noble treatment. That’s what I mean when I say the people with post-secondary education
 are bad for Spaceship Earth. You can’t believe a word they’re saying.



Inspector Power says he knows that we carry weapons to look tougher, to show that ‘Don’t-f-word-with-me image.’ The crotch-scratchers snort.



‘I understand,’ Power says, ‘that many of you carry knives to protect yourselves. But rest assured that any weapon you carry can be turned against you.’



Ms. Brimmers is nodding so much I keep expecting her to get dizzy and pass out.



‘Rest assured,’ Power repeats, ‘that on the whole, our schools are safe, our suspensions and expulsions are down, but there’s no denying that we’re seeing more guns, and more knives.’



It kills me the way they go on about weapons. Sick people can make weapons out of anything. Plastic box cutters go undetected by the security system, and if a box cutter isn’t handy, they’ll shove toilet paper down your throat and choke you to death. Weapons aren’t the issue. Sick minds is the issue. Violence isn’t freaky. Violence rocks. They beat up on someone to prove they’re the big man. If the cops catch them, even better. A criminal record is a badge of honour with these losers.



I keep thinking about that John Bull guy organizing the peasants after the Black Plague wiped everybody out and there was a labour shortage. Suddenly peasants could demand pay for sweating blood for some noble. John Bull demanded to meet with King Edward II who was fourteen or something. The peasants had no bone to pick with the boy king, they were happy to support him as long as the nobles paid them for their labour. Edward agreed to meet with John Bull to discuss the matter and old John Bull showed up on a mule to explain the situation. Edward, sitting on his über-purebred, said, ‘Fine.’ John Bull sat there stunned on his mule for a minute. When he said, ‘Thanks,’ and turned around to go deliver the good news, one of Edward’s henchman lopped off his head. Two weeks later the hormonal king ordered a proclamation saying the peasants would remain slaves and should expect even worse treatment than before John Bull got them thinking they might be human. I don’t see this being any different from the corporations controlling Third World labour. All those educated ceos exploiting the peasants. We’re exploiting the peasants because we buy all that crap they make for a dollar a year.



Power tells us to say a prayer or at least bow our heads in memory of the twelve homicide victims in our area already this year. This guy kills me.



Kadylak’s diarrhea from the chemo is worse. She’s got sores on her mouth, anus and vagina. Peeing is torture so she’s refusing liquids, which is a concern. She can’t concentrate on anything. I try reading to her but she’s not listening. I get her a freezie, pick up the remote and surf, but there’s nothing she wants to watch. I turn it off and listen to the whirr of the hospital for what feels like a couple of hours.



‘God is bigger than a tree,’ she says.



I don’t argue.



‘God is a spirit,’ she says. ‘Bigger than the universe. They teach us that in church.’



Her sheet and blanket are in a tangle at the foot of her bed. ‘Are you too hot?’ I ask. ‘Or do you want me to straighten these out?’



‘Is it time for me to go to heaven?’



‘Definitely not,’ I say. ‘It’s just the chemo. It’s always like this.’



‘It wasn’t this bad before.’



I don’t tell her it was but didn’t seem as bad because it was her first and second time. By round three you’re familiar with the suffering, you wait for it, fear it. I tell her about the kids in the out-patient clinic who come in for maintenance, who’ve gone through what she’s going through and have no cancer. Kids with new hair who are back at school kicking balls around.



‘Do you want to go to the playroom?’ I ask, trying to change topics. She doesn’t answer, just stares up at the bird mobile her dad hung up for her. She loves birds.



‘Why’s my mum always crying?’ she asks.



‘She’s sad because of all the chemo and the pokes you’re getting. She knows you’re hurting.’



I saw her mother on the way in. She was scurrying to her night cleaning job. She looks about ninety.



‘There’s a blue jay’s nest in our backyard,’ I say. ‘You can see the chicks poking their heads up and squawking any time one of their parents is around with food. It’s like they’re squealing, “Me, me, me!” You’d think they’d be quieter so no predators could hear them.’



‘What’s predators?’



‘Animals who eat them.’



‘The babies don’t know that they can be eaten,’ Kadylak says. ‘That’s why they don’t keep quiet. They don’t know that they can die.’



I stroke her forehead until she goes to sleep. I know she’ll wake up in agony in a couple of hours and no one will be here. She’ll rock and rock, calling for her parents. I tuck Mischa the bear into her arms.



Now that she doesn’t have a day job, and when she isn’t ambushing felines, Drew waters the plants every two seconds, rotting the roots. She’s slouched at the kitchen table surrounded by dead vegetation. ‘Maybe they need plant food,’ she says. She’s still in Damian’s PJS. Her only contact with the outside world is the newspaper. She reads every single page, which is enough to stop anybody going out.



‘Maybe you shouldn’t read that all the time,’ I say. ‘It’s all under corporate control anyway.’



‘One of those fucking cats killed a bird,’ she says. She’s eating peanut butter again. ‘It was flapping its wings but was too injured to fly.’ She stares at the sandwich. ‘I didn’t know what to do. So I did nothing.’



‘Chasing the cat off would have lengthened its suffering,’ I say.






‘I want to kill those cats. When I’m dead those fucking cats will be shitting and pissing on my grave.’



‘I don’t think it’s legal to bury humans in backyards.’



‘Fucking vermin. The basement stinks of cat. It seeps through the foundation. I’ll be trapped underground, steeped in cat piss.’



‘I thought you wanted to be cremated.’



The cats are her world now. Her enemies. All her life she’s protested against violence. Now she wants to slaughter felines.



‘There’s some wacko in Calgary,’ I say, ‘skinning cats and ripping out their entrails.’



‘Do you have his number?’



‘Remember,’ I say, in an effort to change the subject, ‘how Taliban women’s bones get all soft from never going outside? That’s what’s going to happen to you.’



‘I go outside.’



‘To put the garbage out and chase the cats.’



‘I’m taking time off, alright, give me a break. For the first time in my life I’m resting.’



Call that resting? Pacing, plant-killing, cat-chasing?



‘Nobody’s saying go back to work,’ I say. ‘Just go outside for more than two minutes.’



This is a switch because she used to be the one telling me to get off my ass. I start making a peanut butter sandwich.



‘How was school?’ she asks. What she wants to know is did anybody ask about her. I don’t tell her nobody asks anymore, except old Blecher who makes Drew’s skin crawl. She actually said that: ‘Blecher makes my skin crawl.’



‘We had an assembly with a cop,’ I say. ‘He told us if we live by the sword, we’ll die by the sword. Oh, and Mr. Zameret had a stroke.’ Zameret’s one of the geography teachers. When he isn’t talking about
 tectonic plates or something he’s washing his hands. He says he never gets sick because he washes his hands all the time.



‘Is he going to be alright?’ she asks.



‘He’s a total vegetable. He was lying on his kitchen floor all weekend in shit and piss. The other teachers thought it was weird that he was absent since he’s never sick. Brimmers sent Coombs over to check on him. The police had to break down the door.’



Drew drops her head into her hands and starts convulsing. 



‘I didn’t think you liked him,’ I say.



‘He has no one to look after him.’



Who does? Is she imagining I’m going to stick around to change her diapers?



She puts the kettle on for the thousandth time. ‘He’d made big plans for retirement. Florida, golfing, the whole bit.’



‘Good. Means he’s got cash for a nurse.’



‘Sometimes, Lemon, you are so harsh.’ She wanders off with her kettle on the boil. She’ll forget about it. If I don’t turn it off, the house will burn down. Which might be alright.



So I’m up in a tree, which was peaceful until a group of crystal-meth abusers showed up. They don’t notice me, which is why I sit in trees. Nobody ever looks up. Most people trudge through life staring at the sidewalk. I recognize one of the druggies, she used to be one of those artsy types who’s always doodling in little notebooks. She’s really skinny now because ‘tina’- I love it that they give this lethal drug a girl’s name - makes you lose your appetite. Tina is cheap and causes weight loss, which makes it real popular among teenage girls. The hitch is it’s highly addictive so pretty soon you start stealing to pay for it. Anyway, this artsy girl, Shannon, couldn’t cut it academically. She dropped out and started staying out all night, only showing up at her parents’ to steal techno-gizmos she could sell. I know all this because Shannon’s mother kept expecting Drew, the school principal, to do something about it. Drew sicced old Blecher on Shannon, which probably made drug abuse look pretty inviting.



Shannon and company must be coming off a high because they’re pretty aggressive, pushing and shoving and talking dirty. Larry Bone, dullard extraordinaire, says he has more sketch but tells the girls they have to suck him off to get it. He orders them to wear lip gloss so they all scramble around in their purses and start lubing their lips. Glossed up, they get on their knees in front of Freakboy. I look away, through the leaves at a horizon that’s tainted brown.



Shannon’s mother blames her daughter’s new ‘friends’ for her drug addiction, calls them ‘wolves’ and ‘downright evil.’ I don’t know how she fits herself in the picture, what with your mother supposedly being the strongest influence in your life and all that. I look down and there’s the artiste with her mouth around Bonehead’s joint. Her mother told Drew that Shannon had been ‘bright’ and ‘bubbly’ and ‘effervescent’ before she came to our school. When Drew asked me about Shannon, I told her that having to be bright and bubbly and effervescent would make anyone a junkie.



Bonehead looks skyward and spies me. I stare back at him, forcing him to look away. He loses his erection and starts taking it out on Shannon, slapping her head and calling her nasty names. She falls back on the grass and he starts climbing the tree. ‘It’s the dyke!’ he shouts and they all gather around with potholes for eyes. I imagine myself sacrificed, ripped open, burned. I start singing ‘Rule, Britannia!’ really loud, with a British accent the way Mr. Swails sings it in history class.



Rule, Britannia, Britannia rules the waves, 
For Britons never never never shall be slaves.



Usually my outrageous singing gives egregious assholes pause, but Bonehead starts grabbing at my feet while the others hop around, anticipating bloodshed. I yank myself higher into the tree, singing even louder, but he keeps coming. 



Rule, Britannia, Britannia rules the waves, 
For Britons never never never shall be slaves.



My impending death makes me try to think of all the things I’ll miss when I’m dead, but I can’t think of any. Bonehead’s breaking branches, hurting my tree. This, more than anything, ticks me off and I jab my army boot into his face. He releases his grip to grab his schnoz and squeal. His body makes a convincing thud as it hits the ground. The formerly effervescent Shannon searches his pockets for his stash then makes a run for it. The other junkies chase her. I swing out of the tree monkey-style and beat it.







End of sample
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