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Chapter One
Terry
Terry was an only child, a big boned precocious boy with an easy laugh, a flock of dirty blond hair that dangled in his eyes and a knack for getting into trouble. Terry’s mother and David’s mother had become fast friends and were in and out of each other’s houses. One day shortly after moving into their new home David turned around in the kitchen to find Terry standing beside him.
“Hi neighbour,” Terry grinned.
How’d he get into our house and who was he? David asked himself. It only took a few minutes for Terry to introduce himself and before long the boys behaved as if they had been life long friends.
“We’re going to have great adventures,” Terry promised.
“Like what?” David asked.
“Like we could build a raft and drift down a river,” Terry said.
“What river?” David asked.
Terry smiled and nodded.
“Point taken,” he said thought for a moment then added, “we could get our friends to paint a fence for us. “
David pointed out to Terry that all the fences in the area were made of wire and would be impossible to paint. This did not dampen Terry’s enthusiasm.
“Well, you’re the first kid I met in this area who lives next door to me and we’ve got to have all kinds of adventures. Maybe you could sleep over next Friday and we can sneak out and howl at the moon.”
“Why would we want to howl at the moon?”
“Because people will think we’re wolves.”
Some days when Terry was left alone in the house he would sneak David into his parent’s bedroom and introduce David to the exotic world of sex, magazines of naked women that Mr. McDougal kept under the mattress. They were pictures of Swedish families at nudist camps. They were beautiful and blonde and looked to David as if they might be related to the McDougals. Terry’s parents were both beautiful, his mother a willowy blonde, his father a brush cut muscled airline pilot.
“You got relatives in Sweden?” David asked.
Terry shook his head.
“Not that I know of,” said Terry as he leafed through the magazine.
“How come everyone is smiling?” David asked.
Terry shrugged.
“Why would you be smiling when you’re naked?” David added. “I’d be embarrassed.”
“My dad sleeps naked,” Terry added.
“No kidding,” David said surprised at this revelation. David had never thought about his parents’ nightwear.
“Don’t they get sunburned?” David asked.
Terry shook his head. “They’re Vikings and are used to getting burned on long journeys. The Vikings discovered America.”
“Are you sure?” David asked. “I’m sure Columbus discovered America.”
“Nope,” Terry said. “The Vikings were here first. Probably sitting on the beach in their lawn chairs, having a beer, soaking up some rays when Columbus landed. It’s not like Columbus is going to go back to old Queen Isabella and tell her that someone showed up before him.”
“How did the Vikings know that they had landed in America?” David asked.
“It wasn’t called American then. It called Vineland.” Terry explained.
“So if they hadn’t changed the name to America, we’d all be Vincans.”
“I guess,” Terry said and turned the page of the magazine.
“Look at that guy’s pecker,” David giggled. “It’s sunburned.”
“I wonder if it peels,” Terry gushed, setting both boys off into a fit of laughter.
“Something else I don’t get,” David said when the two boys had stopped laughing. “If American includes South America and North America and all those islands in the middle, why do people who live in the U.S.A. call themselves Americans? I mean, we’re all Americans.”
Terry looked up from the magazine at David.
“Why would you ask a question like that?” Terry asked. “I mean, is it something that’s been bothering you for a long time? Like an itch you need to scratch?”
David shrugged.
“It’s just a question,” he said.
On Friday evenings, David was invited over to Terry’s house while his parents went shopping. The boys lay sprawled out on the soft thick carpet of the McDougall living room watching television. Terry’s mother had left them a plate of peanut butter cookies. David was reminded of his own mother’s cookies and how his father made fun of their hardness by pretending not to be able to bite into them.
“The best,” David said referring to the cookies.
Terry shrugged, his mouth full, his eyes on the television, smiling. He loved the Flintstones.
“How could human beings survive in a world with dinosaurs?” David asked.
Terry laughed at Wilma Flintstone who was using a small bird as an automatic blender. When she finished mixing her cake mix, the bird’s eyes were crossed.
“That was good, eh?” David grinned.
“People didn’t exist when dinosaurs were around,” Terry said.
“Where were we?” David asked.
“I don’t know,” Terry said. “Maybe we were living on an island by ourselves waiting for the dinosaurs to die off.”
During the commercials, Terry turned to David and made a suggestion.
“Let’s go out and play nicky-nicky-nine-doors?”
David hesitated.
“I don’t know,” he said. “My mom doesn’t like me being out after the street lights come on.”
“But you’re sleeping over,” Terry said. “You’re under our rules now.”
“Does your mom let you go out?”
Terry shook his head.
“But they’re out shopping, so they can’t say no. We could say we took Chico for a walk.”
“But he’s out in your backyard anyway.”
Terry’s argument won out. To cover all bases Terry walked Chico in the driveway for a minute then returned him to the backyard. After some deliberation it was decided that the best house to knock up was the Hill’s. Every other house had a kid that might recognize them or a teenager that might chase them.
“Old man Hill is sort of deaf,” Terry said, “so you’ve got to knock real loud.”
David shook his head.
“I ain’t knocking.”
“But you got to,” Terry whined. “It was my idea so you’ve got to do it. Everybody knows that. Those are the rules.”
David continued to shake his head.
“I don’t care what the rules are. I ain’t knocking.”
Finally Terry gave up, marched right up to the door, pounded on it so hard that David thought he might knock the door in, turned and ran back to the bush to where the two boys had decided to hide. The two boys could hardly restrain their laughter. It would be so funny when Mr. Hill answered the door and there was no one there.
“He should have come by now,” Terry declared.
Several minutes passed and still no one answered the door.
“Maybe there’s no one home,” David suggested.
“The lights are all on.” Terry pointed out. “And their car is in the drive. It’s your turn.”
David wanted to argue but he knew there were no grounds for his refusal. He did not want it to become public knowledge that he was chicken hearted. Using the protection of the bush, he crept up the front lawn of the Hill yard, careful to keep in the shadows. Once he got to the steps, he looked back at Terry who gave him the go ahead signal. Silently on tip-toes he climbed the steps and reached for the knocker that hung on the front door. The door opened.
“Good evening young man,” Mr. Hill smiled.
David stared at the old man. His mouth hung open. Not a word would come out. David turned abruptly, and bolted off the Hill’s front steps, running straight to the McDougal’s house, with Terry, laughing all the way, only a few feet behind him.
One weekend Terry’s aunt visited from Winnipeg. Mrs. McDougal invited David into the house to meet her sister. The two boys had been playing pirate that day and David had his right arm tucked behind his back to make it appear as if he had lost an arm. As soon as David had been introduced he could see Terry’s aunt staring at the empty sleeve flapping at his side. There was an expression of deep sadness in her eyes. She tried to smile.
“And what do you want to be when you grow up?” she asked.
David looked up at her, smiled, and thinking of his flapping sleeve said enthusiastically, “I want to be a baseball player.”
Terry’s dog, Chico, was a long eared beagle who loved to chase cars.
“It’s his hunting instincts,” Terry explained.
Terry was under strict orders not to let Chico run free. One day when the two boys were playing catch in Terry’s backyard they heard a car horn and then the squeal of car brakes. Terry looked around the yard. No Chico. The gate to the backyard was open.
“Oh shit!” Terry cried, staring at the open gate.
The two boys rushed out to the street. The McGregor car was stopped in the middle of the road. Mr. McGregor was leaning over the body of Chico while Mrs. McGregor stood at the rear of the car weeping. When the boys reached the car, Mr. McGregor blocked their way and told them to turn around.
“Get your father!” he said.
“But that’s my dog!” Terry protested but Mr. McGregor would not move. Tears began to run down Terry’s cheeks as he turned and ran back to the house.
“I wish it was me that was dead!” he cried to his mother who met Terry at the front door.
After a couple of days, Terry decided that it was necessary to have a funeral. But there was no Chico. His parents had taken the dog to the vet for disposal. Nevertheless Terry held a ceremony at the back of his yard where he erected a small cross in Chico’s memory.
“He was the best dog a boy could have,” Terry said, his hand over his heart.
David kept his head bowed. Though he had never been to a funeral, he had seen many burials especially in cowboy pictures. Terry held a book in his right hand and began to mumble a prayer under his breath. The book was supposed to be a bible but Terry couldn’t find one in his house so he substituted one of his mother’s cookbooks.
A couple of weeks later Terry showed up at David’s door with the news. He had a new dog. The boys rushed back to Terry’s yard where a puppy had tangled itself up in the leash Terry had tied to a tree. It was another beagle.
“I’m going to teach him all kinds of tricks,” Terry said with a laugh as the puppy licked him all over the face. “Especially not to chase cars. “
“What are you going to call him?” David asked.
Terry hugged the puppy who was squirming in his arms.
“Chico, of course,” Terry replied.
Chapter Two
Old Ironsides
Jimmy Higgins was a scoundrel. His behaviour was always suspect. So everyone was skeptical when Higgins showed up at the school with a chestnut in his possession that he boasted had more lives than had ever been recorded. This was autumn and the chestnut wars. In a chestnut battle, a shoelace was tied through a hole in a chestnut and then each of the two combatants in turn had to alternately lay his chestnut down on the ground for the other to hit with his chestnut. The chestnut, which remained on its shoelace, won. Each victory was considered a year in the life of that chestnut. And with each victory one also accumulated the lives of one’s opponent.
Hickey had a chestnut, the Ripper, that lasted three days. Almost impregnable, it might have lived forever had Hickey not missed his opponent’s chestnut and smashed the Ripper’s head against a rock. Then there was Danny Cameron’s chestnut, Red Rider. Red Rider was the largest and most beautiful chestnut anyone had ever seen. But Red Rider had a glass jaw, and shattered under one blow from Cormier’s chestnut, Bismarck. Bismarck reigned for several days and became the oldest chestnut in memory. And then after one grueling battle, Cormier retired Bismarck and put him out to stud. He buried the chestnut in his backyard. Bismarck was a hundred and five years old. But the age of Higgins’ chestnut seemed astronomical. Old Ironsides was one thousand and fifty six years old.
There might have been some who would have contested the age of Old Ironsides. But Higgins kept detailed records of Old Ironsides victories. Some claimed that Higgins had bought the years off other players whose chestnut had in effect taken a dive. And this was not an uncommon ploy but eventually the chestnut was found out and went down to defeat. Others suggested that Higgins stayed home every night playing with himself, sacrificing his own chestnuts to the reputation of this one nut.
“Than take me on, boys!” Higgins taunted. “You guys are always bragging about your nuts. Well come on! I’m waiting.”
The other boys were ready to do battle. Many of them rushed out to local chestnut trees to procure their gladiators. But Higgins would not fight everyone. He insisted that all challengers fight each other. He would take on the lone survivor. And so on a Tuesday afternoon and all the recesses thereafter, a series of battles ensued. Chestnut after chestnut found itself split and severed from its string. The battles continued as the bodies of victims grew higher and higher. By Thursday afternoon Penny owned the lone surviving chestnut, a warrior now battered and scarred by combat, that he called Sweet Lou.. The question to be answered was whether Sweet Lou had one last battle in it.
A great crowd gathered. Someone drew a circle with chalk, the arena where the two gladiators would do combat. Penny held up Sweet Lou to the gathered throng so that all could see her battered shell. But everyone was there to see Old Ironsides. Before Higgins showed his chestnut he offered to let Penny take the first shot. This was a surprise since the victor was usually the chestnut that could inflict the most punishment not the one that could absorb the greater blows. Penny gladly accepted Higgins’ offer.
The crowd leaned forward as Higgins knelt on the ground. He took out a small blue cigar box from his pocket. A murmur of excitement arose from the fight crowd. Out of this box Higgins removed a silk handkerchief. Boys leaned forward to get a better look. Higgins unfolded the handkerchief. There was a hush in the crowd. Boys hung over each other to catch a glimpse at Old Ironsides, as Higgins chestnut had come to be known. There was a gasp. Higgins chestnut was no more than a shell, a flat shell with the shoelace running through a hole in the middle. Everyone laughed. There was no way Higgins chestnut could survive one blow from Penny’s warrior.
Gently Higgins laid Old Ironsides on the ground. Penny took his chestnut between his fingers, aimed, and then laid a blow directly upon Higgins’ shell. Old Ironsides lay there undamaged. Sweet Lou bounced off and lay on its side, a crack in its side.
Now it was Old Ironsides turn. Penny laid Sweet Lou on the ground. Higgins took Old Ironsides in his fingers and softly dropped it on Sweet Lou. Nothing happened.
The crowd began to mumble. The logic of Higgins madness became apparent. He was going to let Sweet Lou punch himself out.
Old Ironsides was laid gently on the ground. Penny took Sweet Lou and whirled him once around his head then came crashing down on Old Ironsides. Sweet Lou crumbled. There was another gasp. Old Ironsides had won. Higgins gently raised Old Ironsides in triumph but before he could return it to his handkerchief, Penny grabbed it and inspected the nut.
“This is an acorn shell,” he declared.
“Is not!” Higgins protested.
Several other boys examined the shell and all agreed it was an acorn.
“I think that deserves a beating,” Penny cried out. “What do you think lads?”
Everyone voted in the affirmative, except Higgins of course. A couple of boys grabbed Higgins by the arms and turned him around.
Penny took the first boot. Higgins cried out.
Big Al followed. His feet were huge.
“Not Big Al,” Higgins cried out.
Big Al’s foot hit Higgins squarely on the ass. Higgins cried out.
There was a long line of boys waiting to get their kick. It was agreed later that if not for the arrival of Mr. Wickenhauser, Higgins’ pummeling by the other boys would have been much worse. Penny and Higgins were dragged into the school. In the excitement no one noticed what happened to Old Ironsides except young Brady who had a smile on his face and his hands kept firmly in his pocket.
Chapter Three
The City
David felt like a stranger. They’d only moved out of the city the previous autumn but now on his return everything looked different. It was as if he had never lived there at all. The whole family had made the two hour long trip by bus and streetcar. While his parents visited old friends, the Talbots, David went to see his old friend Dennis.
Dennis, a short curly haired blond boy lived with his grandmother. His dad worked all the time. He didn’t have a mom. Dennis’s mother had run off with a cop. Dennis wasn’t clear on the details. There were no photos of Dennis’s mother in the house except for the one that Dennis kept in a dictionary in his room.
“You think she’s pretty?” Dennis had once asked David.
David shrugged his shoulders. Pretty was not a word David had any use for. It belonged to a different world, the world of lilac water, frilly dresses, and lipstick.
“She’s okay, I guess.”
Outside the boys wandered around the old neighbourhood. David had forgotten how old and tattered everything looked. Everywhere he looked there were discarded items: an old oil can, pop bottles, car batteries, a case of beer bottles, a coal shovel. Amongst all this refuge, weeds climbed to waist height. David had missed it. You could always find something valuable amongst the treasures of the alley.
“It ain’t the same anymore,” Dennis lamented. “You oughta move back. I don’t like school. We got this new teacher, Miss Havisham. She’s always yelling at us. She says I’m stupid. I ain’t stupid. I’m just not that good at reading. Why do you think some teachers have to yell so much?”
David shrugged his shoulders.
“That’s their job,” he responded.
The two friends walked up the back lane of Galt Avenue to the old laundry factory. The back lane of Galt Avenue was a canyon of grayness formed by garages and walls of wooden planks. As the boys passed one of the garages whose doors were opened, Dennis said hello to the young man working under the hood of a car.
“Hello, Mr. Brown,” Dennis said.
Mr. Brown looked out from under the hood and smiled.
“Hello, Dennis,” he said then looked at David. “Is that you, David?”
“Yes, sir.” David nodded.
Mr. Brown was always working on his car. It seemed to David that he spent more time under the hood then behind the wheel. Although the boys referred to Michael Brown as a mister, he was not many years their senior. Michael Brown lived with his mother and older brother, his father having died during the war, the jeep he was driving blown up by a German land mine.
“Back for a visit?” Michael asked.
David nodded.
“With your mom?” he added. Michael Brown’s attention to David’s mother had caused problems in the Hallowell household. Although Mrs. Hallowell referred to him as just a boy, David’s father threatened to punch the ‘lad in the nose the next time I catch him sniffing around you.’
“Her and my dad,” David said.
Michael Brown looked disappointed but added: “Say hello to your mom and tell her to drop in at the house. Ma would like to see her.”
After promising to relay the message, the boys continued on their way. Out back of the laundry, a group of Chinese workers sat chatting, smoking, and laughing. David’s mother warned him about hanging around the laundry. She called the workers ‘aliens’. Anyone who looked or smelled different, anyone who spoke a language other than English was suspect in his mother’s eyes. When it came to Mrs. Hallowell’s children, no one was above suspicion. The boys waved to the workers who waved back.
David, followed by Dennis, climbed under the sign that read KEEP OUT, and through an opening in the wooden fence that enclosed the railroad tracks. They waited for the eastbound train to rush by. David had been told that if you followed the tracks far enough you would end up in Montreal. During the war, before she was married, David’s mother had lived in Montreal, working in a munitions plant. She always had a smile on her face when she recalled those days, riding on the back of a motorcycle through the mountains above the city. Her boyfriend was a policeman.
“Why wasn’t Doug overseas?” David’s father asked each time his wife introduced the topic of Montreal. Doug was the cop boyfriend.
“Someone had to watch over us women,” his mother responded, both impatient and delighted by her husband’s jealousy.
David missed the sound of the train. Every night in his new house, David woke up at midnight from the silence of that train not passing. Someday, he promised himself, he would visit this wonderful city of Montreal, this city of his mother’s dreams. The city where these shiny metal rails led.
“Remember the day you caught your foot in the track?” Dennis said, than laughed.
David recalled Dennis screaming at him to get off the tracks. His foot had gotten lodged under the rails. Dennis was in a panic. David looked down the track. He could see the train approaching. Calmly, David knelt down, carefully undid his shoelaces and pulled his foot out of the black and white running shoe, returning to fetch it after the train had passed. The shoe was in shreds. When told by his mother that David had returned home that day with one running shoe, his father had laughed and said something about boys being boys.
“Just like your brother Tom,” his father said.
“Don’t curse the boy with that label,” his mother replied.
“Miss Havisham says I don’t pay attention,” Dennis lamented. Picking up a stone, he tossed it across the tracks, smacking against a parallel wooden fence on the other side.
David put his ear to the rail. He could feel the vibration of the oncoming train.
“She’s coming,” he said.
The boys stepped off the tracks and waited. As the train rushed passed the boys, the engineer waved to the boys. They waved back.
“I’d like to drive a train when I grow up,” Dennis said.
“You don’t drive a train,” David said.
Dennis shrugged.
“Whatever you call it. I’d like to be the engineer.”
The boys walked down the rails for a while, picking up the odd stone and smacking it against the wooden fences.
“Remember the day you got run over by a car?” Dennis said.
David recalled slipping in the snow in the back lane and the car rolling over him. He wasn’t supposed to be in the back lane so he pretended to be dead. His mother was frantic. He lay in her arms as his uncle Leonard sped through downtown traffic to the hospital. When a doctor started to maul him with his stubby fingers, David opened his eyes and smiled. His mother started crying again. For years she insisted that it was her prayers that had brought her son back into this world.
“Miss O’Leary didn’t come back this year,” Dennis said. “She had a baby. And got married. Remember how she cried when you told her you were moving. She was nice. She never yelled at us. What’s your teacher like?”
“He’s okay.” David shrugged.
David recalled Miss O’Leary pressing his face against her bosom almost suffocating him when he announced one day that he was moving to a new house.
“You got a man teacher,” Dennis said. He was impressed. “I’ll bet he doesn’t yell at you.”
“He yells,” David said. “And he uses the strap a lot.”
“You ever get the strap?” Dennis asked.
“Nah,” David responded.
Dennis looked disappointed. The boys continued along the tracks for a while until they reached the lumberyard. Using a stick that was handy, they propped up the skirt of the chain link fence that surrounded the yard, and crawled underneath. David loved the smell of cut wood but not the slivers they received scaling the perfectly stacked planks. Often the boys climbed atop one of the stands of cut lumber. No matter the danger, the view was worth it. From the top of one of the stands the boys had a view of Gerard Street and the streetcars rumbling down the avenue. It also gave the boys a view of the entire lumberyard. Once the front gates were closed, watchdogs were released into the grounds. Several times they barely escaped over the fence with the barking dogs nipping at their heels.
“I’m quittin’ school as soon as I turn sixteen,” Dennis declared. “My dad says I can get a trade.”
“What’s a trade?” David responded.
Dennis shrugged his shoulders. “I’m not sure.”
“Your dad got a trade?”
Once again Dennis shrugged and pulled out a package of cigarettes he had found on the ground. There were still some cigarettes. He offered the package to David who refused it. Dennis tossed the package away.
“My mother would kill me if she caught me smoking,” David explained then added. “Your mom coming back?”
“She better not. My grandmother swears she’ll beat her to an inch of her life.”
“What’s it like not having a mom?” David asked.
Dennis shrugged.
“My grandmother’s a better cook.”
David looked over the lumberyard. Something was strange. There were no customers walking around the yard, nor the sounds of the big electric saws.
“The yard is closed,” he said to Dennis.
“Holy mackerel,” Dennis responded.
Quickly the boys slipped off the stand of lumber and made their way toward the hole in the fence. It was Sunday. The lumberyard was closed which meant that the dogs were loose. They reached the fence without incident and crawled back under the fence. The boys made their way back to the lane that ran behind Galt Avenue. Dennis pointed out an old Studebaker with four flat tires that sat in a garden of weeds and tall grass. Dennis poked David in the arm.
“Remember the time you fell off that car and almost lost your leg? That would have been so neat if you’d lost your leg. I saw a dog once that had lost a leg. He sort of hopped around like a rabbit."
David remembered. The boys had climbed atop the Studebaker many times. It was after a rain that David slipped off the roof and onto a rock that drove deep into his knee. He remembered his mother screaming as she ran down Galt Avenue with David in her arms, blood running off his leg onto the sidewalk. She burst into Dr. Yarmy’s waiting room, passed his receptionist and into one of the private rooms where the doctor was treating another patient.
“My boy!” she cried.
David received a couple dozen stitches and a horseshoe scar that gave him a heroic status amongst the other boys on the block. The dried blood was tattooed on the sidewalk for the rest of the summer.
“You still got the scar?” Dennis asked.
David pulled up his pant leg and showed the scar.
“It looks smaller,” Dennis said. “You think it’ll disappear one day?”
“I hope not,” David said.
“I got my tonsils out,” Dennis said smiling with pride.
“Did it hurt?”
“Nah. They put you out.”
David nodded then suggested:
“Let’s go see Russell.”
“Can’t,” Dennis said shaking his head. “He moved to Scarborough. You ever been to Scarborough?”
David shook his head.
“Me neither,” Dennis responded then added. “Russell says his backyard has a swimming pool in it, but I didn’t believe him. How could a backyard be that big?”
David shrugged. He didn’t have the heart to describe to Dennis the size of his new backyard.
“Everybody’s leaving except me,” Dennis said, kicking at some pebbles that blocked his way. “You like your new school?”
David shrugged.
“I guess its okay.”
“I’ve got a little sister now,” Dennis said. “But I ain’t seen her yet. My dad says that she’s a half-sister. I guess she ain’t got no legs.”
“Geez! How could she not have legs?”
Dennis shrugged.
“My grandmother curses my mother but I can’t see how she’s to blame.”
David looked at Dennis. “Whatdya want to do?”
Dennis shrugged his shoulders.
“I don’t care.” Dennis picked at a scab on his arm. He had been bitten by a stray dog the week before, an adventure that he yearned to tell David but kept in reserve in case the two boys found nothing to do.
“We could go down to Neilson’s and get a popsicle. You got any money?”
David shook his head.
“Me neither,” Dennis said.
The boys wandered back down the laneway behind Galt Avenue. A group of kids were gathered at the far end. David didn’t think much of it. There were always kids hanging out in the back lane. He wondered if Dennis knew the kids.
“Italians,” Dennis muttered.
There was a warning in the timber of Dennis’s voice that didn’t register with David. He kept walking. A moment later David and Dennis met the boys. There were four of them. They spoke. David turned to Dennis. They were speaking Italian. Dennis looked scared. They sounded angry.
“Let’s go!” Dennis cried, turned and ran.
Before David could move, the boys grabbed him. David struggled, trying to break loose.
“I ain’t done nothing to you,” he pleaded.
The four boys were laughing as they dragged David to a tree, pulled his arms around the trunk, and tied his hands together. Tears began to run down David’s cheeks. His captors were talking to each other. One of them ripped the back of David’s new Sunday shirt. David cursed. His mother had warned him about getting the shirt dirty and now it was ripped. Another of the boys took a branch from the tree, a weeping willow, and began to whip David. The lashes stung. David began to sob. He begged the boys to stop.
It was his mother’s screams that rescued him. As soon as his captors heard an adult’s voice, they ran. Moments later, David was untied and in his mother’s arms. She was crying hysterically.
“Never again!” She whaled. “Never again!”
His mother grabbed David and hugged him. A few feet away Dennis stood looking at them. There were tears in his eyes.
Chapter Four
Bullies
A role of paper tumbled along the asphalt toward the school fence and stopped. Greg Tower turned and spat at the paper, then thinking it was money picked it up and unrolled it.
“Nothing,” he said, wiping his fingers on his jeans.
Greg was a small boy for fifteen, but had taken up smoking and a swagger and a duckbill haircut.
“You think that was money, eh?” Bower laughed. Bower a large boy of sixteen was Greg’s buddy. On a dare, Bower had burned his initials into his arm with a magnifying glass. When asked if it hurt, Bower would reply, Well, it used to.
Greg took a cigarette out from behind his ear and cupping the match, light up his cigarette.
Between the two boys, Danny Cameron, stood nervously moving from foot to foot. Greg blew smoke into Danny’s face.
“I told you I don’t have any money,” Danny said. Danny’s lower lip began to flutter.
Bower laughed.
“That’s what all the kids say,” Bower said looking at Greg. “Funny, ain’t it?”
“Ah, we ain’t looking for money,” Greg responded putting his arm around Danny’s shoulder.
Danny smiled nervously. The blood began to drain from his face.
“We have this club,” Greg said. “Very prestigious club.”
Bower laughed. Greg smiled.
“Presstish,” Bower repeated.
“Prestigious,” Greg repeated with a scowl. Then he turned back to Danny.
“You want to join our club, don’t you?” Greg asked. “Why wouldn’t you, eh?”
Danny shrugged his shoulders.
“Of course he does,” Bower added putting his hand on Danny’s shoulder as if he was guiding him through a difficult decision in the young boy’s life. “It’s a great club. We got a special handshake and a motto. What’s our motto, Greg?”
“What’s yours is mine!” Greg replied.
“Ya, that’s it.” Bower shook with laughter then began to cough. “I need a smoke.”
“You got a cigarette for my buddy?” Greg asked Danny.
Danny shook his head.
“I don’t smoke,” he said.
Greg turned to Bower.
“He doesn’t smoke,” Greg said.
“That’s too bad,” Bower said with a sneer. “Cause I really need a smoke.”
“My parents won’t let me smoke.” Danny grinned sheepishly.
“Well,” Greg responded, “that’s one of the advantages of our club. You can smoke all you want.”
“I’d have to ask my dad if I could join,” Danny said.
Bower and Greg both laughed.
Into the far end of the schoolyard, David rode his bicycle. He stopped, noticing Bower and Greg. These were two boys he had been warned about by his friends. Now in high school, they returned to the grounds of Our Lady of Peace to re-establish their reign of terror amongst the younger boys. David wondered why they had decided to pick on Danny. Maybe Danny was just in the wrong place at the wrong time or maybe he hadn’t heard about Greg and Bower.
Bower had a grip on Danny’s jacket and each time Danny made a move to leave, Bower threw him back into the fence. Greg laughed and slapped Danny across the face.
“You don’t get it, do you?” Greg laughed, waving his hands in the air. “In order to join our club there’s a small initiation fee. And you’ve got to join. See, if you join, we’ll protect you.”
“That’s right,” Bower said. “A kid like you must have a lot of enemies.”
“I better go,” Danny said and moved to leave.
Greg grabbed Danny and shoved him. Danny took a swipe at Greg. Bower grabbed Danny and bashed him on the side of the head. Danny cried out, falling to his knees. Bower grabbed the small boy and lifted him up.
“That ain’t no way to behave, Chief.”
Greg spit into Danny’s hair and rubbed it in, his cigarette bobbing up and down in his laughter.
“Come on, Chief,” Bower laughed. “It prevents baldness.”
Across the street from the school, David spotted Mr. Moore mowing his lawn. Didn’t Mr. Moore notice what was going on? Why didn’t he try and stop them? Just then David noticed Greg’s attention turning toward him.
“Who’s that kid over there, watching us?” Greg asked.
“Where?” Bower turned.
Greg pointed across the schoolyard at David.
At that moment, Danny made his escape. Bower tried to grab him again but it was too late. In a few brief strides, Danny was out of the schoolyard running home.
“Shit!” Greg cried, kicking the fence in anger. “What did you let him go for?”
“I thought you had him,” Bower said in his defense then turned and waved at David.
“It’s his fault!” he declared.
The two teenagers began to walk toward David.
“Come here, kid!” Greg cried out.
David turned his bike around and rode off.
It was a warm Friday. David and Michael, David’s young cousin, crossed the hydro field toward the Ashborne Fish’n’Chips to buy dinner for the family. Three boys, Greg Tower, Bower, and Psycho Bob, blocked their way. David took Michael’s hand and tried to walk around them.
“Whose the girlfriend?” Bower asked.
“I ain’t a girl,” Michael replied.
Greg and Psycho Bob laughed.
Bower bent over to speak to Michael.
“That ain’t very friendly, kid,” he said.
Michael moved closer to David, his six year-old frame trembling.
“He’s my cousin,” David responded, squeezing Michael’s hand.
“I think she’s your girlfriend,” Psycho Bob laughed. David had been warned about Psycho Bob. He’d been expelled from Our Lady of Peace for bringing a knife to school. Psycho Bob liked weapons.
“Ain’t that against the law?” Bower asked.
“Two boys!” Psycho Bob added.
“It’s against all that I stand for,” Greg howled in mocking indignation.
“His girl friend is kind of cute,” Psycho Bob said and reached out to touch Michael who shrank behind David.
“Bob likes little girls,” Bower said.
“He ain’t a girl,” David responded.
“He ain’t!” Greg said. “Well, if he’s a boy he must have a weenie.”
“That’s right,” Bower added.
“Show us his weenie,” Bob said.
The three boys laughed.
David did not respond.
Greg looked at David and then pointed to the hydro field.
“This is our field,” he said. “I admit it ain’t much of a field, but it is ours. And you are trespassing.”
David turned with Michael in hand and tried to retreat. Bower stopped his exit.
“You’ve got to pay a toll to cross our field,” Greg said.
“I ain’t paying no toll,” David said turning back to Greg. David tried to push past Greg. As he did, Bower came up behind David and kicked him in the back of the leg. David turned around, grabbing his leg in pain. As he did, Greg jumped on his shoulders, howling like a cowboy riding a bronco. David spun around trying to throw Greg off his back when Psycho Bob hit him lower in the legs. David turned raging with frustration. The three boys formed a circle around him. Every time he attempted to respond to one of the boy’s assaults, he was attached from the rear. Spinning around David fell to the ground. The three boys started to kick him. David curled in a ball to protect his face and balls. The three boys laughed as they continued to pummel him. Behind them Michael stood, his mouth open, trying to scream, but all that came out was a low whistle. Mr. Shanahan who was walking his dogs yelled from across the field.
The three boys looked up.
“Ah shit!” Psycho Bob. “It’s old man Shanahan.”
“Just when we were having a little fun,” Bower added.
“You owe us,” Greg cried pointing to David as the three boys turned and ran.
David lay on the ground, sobbing. Michael walked over and put his hand on his shoulder.
“Did they kill you?” he asked.
David stood up and wiped the tears from his eyes. By now Mr. Shanahan had reached them.
“Are you alright?” he asked.
David nodded.
“Those little thugs,” Mr. Shanahan said. “Do you know them?”
David shook his head. Mr. Shanahan’s dog began to lick Michael’s hand. Michael pulled away.
“Don’t worry, son, he won’t bite,” Mr. Shanahan said.
When Mr. Shanahan moved off with his dog, David took Michael’s hand and they walked quickly through the field toward the fish and chip store.
“You going to tell uncle Gerry?” Michael asked.
David looked at Michael and shook his head. David couldn’t tell his parents. His father would be disappointed that he didn’t fight back. And his mother wouldn’t let him out of the house for days.
“And don’t you say anything,” David instructed Michael.
Michael nodded.
“You going to get your gang and beat them up later?” Michael asked.
David shook his head.
The two boys remained silent. On the way back with their fish and chips, they took the longer route around the hydro field.
Michael looked up at David.
“If it was me,” Michael said, “I’d get a gun and kill those mother fuckers.”
Chapter Four
The Challenge
It was high noon. Little Jimmy Higgins walked up to Brady in the schoolyard, punched him in the shoulder and informed Brady that he was going to beat the crap out of him. Jimmy swaggered around, his pants falling loosely over his hips, chewing gum, grinning out of the side of his mouth.
“I’m going to rearrange your face, punk!” Jimmy scowled. “When I’m through with you, your mother won’t be able to recognize you. You’ll need plastic surgery. You’ll have to wear a name-tag so that your family will know who you are. You are in for some serious pain.”
“What did I do?” Brady asked. Brady always felt guilty for something.
“You’re always looking at me!” Jimmy declared. “Why are you always looking at me? You some kind of homo?”
“I don’t look at you,” Brady said appealing to the kids around him for assistance.
Flannery walked over to Higgins.
“Brady wasn’t looking at you,” he said. “He’s just goofy looking.”
“I think I know when someone is gawking at me,” Higgins cried as he sneered at Flannery.
“Hey, punk,” Flannery said pushing Higgins back. “You want to rearrange my face too?”
Higgins retreated slightly holding his pants. It wasn’t Flannery he wanted to fight.
“I wasn’t talking to you,” Higgins responded, bowing his head.
“I don’t need you to fight my battles!” Brady screamed louder than was necessary.
Flannery turned and looked at Brady.
“You really want to do this?” Flannery cried.
“Well,” Brady responded hesitatingly.
“The homo is chicken,” Higgins yelled for all to hear.
Brady looked around. Everyone awaited his response.
“I ain’t no chicken,” Brady responded, spitting the words out.
Flannery laughed.
“Well, hell go for it!” he said.
Messengers were sent to all corners of the schoolyard. ‘Fight!’ they cried. Kids ran across the yard headed for the sight of the match, forming a circle around the two boys. Jimmy waited for his audience to gather, then gestured to the crowd.
“This guy called me a fairy!” Jimmy cried, pointing at Brady.
Brady shook his head.
“I didn’t call you anything,” he said. There was a look of complete terror on Brady’s face. It had suddenly occurred to him that he had been too rash in accepting Higgins’ challenge. Higgins was going to beat him up.
Jimmy walked around in a circle, tugging at his trousers as he explained to everyone how Brady was looking at him queer like.
“Maybe he likes you,” Big Al said than laughed.
“Was he looking at you like this?” Penny asked then batted his eyes.
“I wasn’t looking at him!” Brady cried out in his own defense. “I wasn’t looking at anyone. I was cleaning my glasses.”
“You calling me a liar?” Jimmy responded with a look of indignation on his face. He turned back to his audience. “Now, he’s calling me a liar! The homo is calling me a liar!”
Voices muttered in the crowd. Some of the girls gathered began to giggle.
“Get it over with,” Flannery said to Higgins then glanced at Brady.
“You want to say anything?” Flannery asked Brady.
Brady said nothing. It was hopeless, he thought. Why, he wondered, did Jimmy want to beat him up. The two boys had never had words, hardly ever played together in the schoolyard. Jimmy turned from the crowd and looked at Brady. He chuckled, walked up to Brady and swung.
As Jimmy swung, Brady ducked. As Brady ducked, Jimmy spun around and his pants, which had been hanging precariously on his hips, fell. Jimmy stood there, his trousers around his ankles, his stained and stretched underwear barely covering his privacy. The gathered crowd gasped then started laughing. The bell rang and the kids started to marshal back to the school still laughing. Flannery put his arm around Brady’s shoulder and escorted him away.
“Come back here!” Higgins cried as he pulled his pants up. He waved his fist at Brady now safely amongst the other boys. Brady’s pants fell down again.
Chapter Five
Mickey Mouse Ears
The moon lay flat in the night sky like a saucer on a kitchen table. The all-night Bloor Street bus slid slowly along the snow dusted asphalt, a bubble rising out of its exhaust as if to say – ‘Cold, ain’t it!’ Three a.m. snow crunched under the boys’ boots as they dragged their feet through winter.
“They should fine people who don’t shovel their snow,” David said kicking the snow into the air ahead of him as the two boys detoured around a snowed-in driveway.
“Take them out and have them all shot,” Marcus responded. Small pebble like clouds stormed out of Marcus’s mouth in a laugh.
“That’s the problem with society today,” David said, extending the joke, “not enough laws.”
“And punishment,” Marcus responded with a smile. “Torture. That’s what we need. Especially the thumb screws.”
“Can’t forget the thumb screws.” David laughed.
David kept his arms close to his body, his stick and skates hanging over his shoulder in a precarious balance, his hands up each sleeve of his winter coat. He looked over at his friend. Marcus was wearing a windbreaker.
“You must be freezing!” David cried.
“Me? Freezing?” Marcus asked. “I’m way passed that.”
“So why didn’t you wear a coat?”
“I need flexibility on the ice,” Marcus explained.
“You could have taken the coat off once we got to the rink,” David cried. “Why didn’t you wear a toque or a hat of some kind?”
Marcus looked over at David from under the long curls dangling over his eyes.
“A hat makes you look like a dork,” he explained.
“I didn’t know that you were a man of such high fashion principles,” David said, his teeth chattering in a laugh.
David turned his thoughts to the game of hockey they were going to play and how it was going to warm him up. Without saying another word, the boys trudged on along Bloor Street, passed Our Lady of Peace Church then south on Shaver Avenue. There was not another living soul out that night, not a dog or a wandering raccoon, not a bird, nor a lonely taxicab. And it was silent. Except for the crunch of snow beneath their feet and the distant sound of transport trucks on Highway 27, the city was still as if sound itself had stayed inside where it was warm.
“Tell me again why we had to come out at three o’clock in the morning to play hockey?” David asked.
Marcus looked over at David, his shoulders huddled around his neck.
“We need the practice and at this hour of the night the rink won’t be crowded.”
David nodded. “Of course there won’t be anyone on the rink and there’s a very good reason for that.”
Marcus, disregarding David’s comment, added. “The ice should be in good shape too.”
“On account of the cold,” David added.
“Forget about the cold,” Marcus said. “Terry will show up. Penny and Flannery said they’d think about it. And Higgins is right across the street from the rink. He’ll be there.”
“I hope so,” David responded. “It’s going to be pretty damn boring with just the two of us.”
“There’ll be a game,” Marcus bellowed with confidence. “It’ll be great. Don’t be such a pessimist.”
“And if there isn’t a game,” David suggested, “maybe we’ll get lucky and find the North Pole.”
When David and Marcus reached the rink they found that they had plenty of space on the rink. As expected there was no one else there. Quickly Marcus put on his skates and threw a puck out on the ice. Marcus flew around the rink, his long hair flowing behind him, his cheeks filling up like sails as he blasted his shot off the boards. The crack of the puck on wood echoed down the wide suburban streets. David pulled his toque down over his ears. He blew into his hands, which had already begun to turn blue. When he slid out onto the ice he found it so hard and so fast that it was difficult to stop, frightening when he turned.
“I told you we’d have the ice to ourselves,” Marcus laughed, his words rising out of his mouth like balloons in a comic strip.
“When do you think the rest of the guys will be here?” David asked.
“Any minute. Terry said he might be a little late.”
“He’s always late. Why is that?”
Marcus shrugged.
David knew that they should have picked Terry up before they had set out. He lived next door to David but he had promised to meet them later. David turned and looked across the street at Higgins’ house. There was no sign of life there. Everything was dark. Everything was dark everywhere. David felt that in the entire world no one was awake except him and Marcus, skating across a frozen pond in the middle of the night.
“Want to go get Higgins?” David asked.
Marcus looked across the street at the darkened house and shook his head.
“His old man is a cop.”
“I thought he was a lawyer,” David replied.
Their skates ate up the ice in a crunching sound as the boys’ blades cut into the sky’s reflection. It was as if they were skating across the Milky Way. They passed, shot, stick handled across the heavens in imaginative games against invisible opponents with the voice of Foster Hewett ringing in their ears. After twenty minutes or so, Marcus stopped.
“This sucks!” he said.
“No one else is coming, are they?” David asked.
Marcus shook his head.
“I can’t feel my toes,” David said.
“I can’t feel anything,” Marcus shivered.
David nodded. “Let’s go.”
The boys changed back into their boots, fingers turning blue as they untied their skates and shoved their feet into cold boots. As they made their way up Shaver Avenue, tears began to run down David’s cheeks. He danced on his toes, as the blood began to return.
“That’s it!” David cried. “I’ll never play this friggen game again. I hate hockey! Never again! If I ever mention playing this game again, shoot me! I’ll deserve it.”
Marcus said nothing. He seemed immune to the cold for the moment but as the boys reached Bloor Street both were dancing and bawling their eyes out. Marcus kept bringing his hands up to his ears and rubbing them. David felt his feet warming up, the blood now burning inside his toes.
“I feel like I’m walking across a bed of burning coals,” he said.
Marcus looked at David.
“You were always lucky. I can’t feel my toes. I never want to play this game again. What the heck are we out here for? We’re never going to make the NHL. There have to be better ways to spend your time than freezing to death.”
“I keep thinking about my bed,” David bawled as he danced a jig in the snow. “The sheets are cozy and warm and I’ve got this quilt my mother made out of remnants from discarded carpets. You can’t move under that thing. It’s like you’re being roasted alive. It’s wonderful.”
“Can you survive without toes?” Marcus cried, tears running down his cheeks. “God, they hurt! I could do without them now. And my fingers, they’re like a handful of popsicles.”
“Why didn’t Terry show up?” David asked.
“The bastard!” Marcus cried. “He should be here, suffering with us. And Higgins! There’s no excuse for that guy. Living right across the street. He could have let us into his house to get warm. I’m putting Higgins on a hit list. Why does something so beautiful have to hurt so much?”
“Very poetic,” David said, a chuckle in his voice.
The boys separated at Botfield Avenue and went to their own homes. They met again a few hours later that morning for Mass. To David’s surprise, Marcus was wearing a toque.
“You’re right,” David said. “You do look like a dork with a toque on.”
Marcus grinned but did not respond.
“My mother thinks we were crazy for going out last night,” David said as the two boys made their way down Botfield Avenue.
“She’s right,” Marcus replied. “If I ever suggest something like that again, have me taken out and shot. It would be less painful.”
“We’ll shoot each other.” David began to laugh then added, “Every time I play hockey and my toes get frozen I promise myself I will never do it again, but I just can’t seem to keep the promise. Why do we do it?”
“Because we love the game?” Marcus responded with a smile.
“Because we’re nuts!” David added.
Finally they reached the church. Marcus insisted that they go upstairs in the balcony.
“Father O’Brian will just drag us down if he catches us,” David warned his friend.
“I gotta,” Marcus insisted. “If we go in the church, Father will make me take this toque off.”
“So!” David said.
Marcus took off the toque.
David stared at Marcus for a minute in disbelief. Marcus’s ears had blown up like balloons.
“They got frozen,” Marcus explained.
“You look like Mickey Mouse.” David laughed.
The two boys snuck up into the balcony. The Mass had already started. Just as they settled down into the pew Father O’Brian looked up.
“Will the two boys in the balcony please come down here!” he cried. “We have lots of room in the front row.”
Chapter Six
The Dead Body
The wind howled all night, thrashing around in the falling snow like some great beast gone amuck. In the morning, all was quiet. Everything was white. Snow still fell but gently in a whisper. Little eddies appeared, dancing between the drifts but they were like lambs compared to the wolves the night before. The radio was on downstairs. Toast had been burnt. David glanced out his bedroom window. There was no road. Below him in the driveway the Hallowell car was buried under snow.
“Your father left early,” David’s mother said, scraping the burnt parts off the toast as David took a seat at the kitchen table. “Took the bus.”
David could tell his mother was upset. She threw the toast on a plate in front of Sandra. Sandra made a face.
“School has been cancelled,” Mrs. Hallowell declared, her back to the children plucking two more bodies out of the toaster. “I suppose that’ll make you two happy enough. I don’t want you hanging around here in the house. If your father can go to work, you two can stay out of my hair.”
“Can I go to Mary’s?” Sandra asked.
“Just make sure you’re dressed properly,” Mrs. Hallowell muttered, swearing at the toaster under her breath. “I wish he’d fix this darn thing! Looks like we’ll be prisoners for a few days in this snow. I was hoping to get to the store. We’re almost out of milk. I suppose they’ll be closed as well.”
A short time later Marcus and Higgins showed up with shovels.
“Money to be made out there.” Marcus laughed.
“A boy after my own heart.” Mrs. Hallowell smiled, patting David on the shoulder. “You could do worse than to emulate Marcus there. He’ll get ahead in the world.”
“Hello Mrs. Hallowell,” Higgins blurted out.
“Oh, hello,” Mrs. Hallowell responded, seeing Jimmy for the first time behind Marcus. “It’s Jimmy isn’t it?”
Higgins nodded then added: “James to be exact, Mrs. Hallowell.”
Before David could leave the house, his mother inspected him. She had to make sure that he would survive in the snow. David was told to put on warmer gloves. Realizing that protest was futile, he stuffed his gloves in his pocket and pulled on the bright orange mitts his mother had suggested. As soon as David stepped outside he changed his mitts for the gloves in his pocket, than grabbed his father’s shovel. This was going to be great, he thought to himself.
“Imagine having fun and making money at the same time,” Higgins said with a laugh then added. “How much do you think we should charge? I’ll bet we could do twenty driveways. Let’s do twenty-one. That way it’ll be easier to divide the spoils.”
“We should do the house two doors up,” David suggested.
The Martins, an elderly couple, had moved into the Whelan’s house. Mrs. Hallowell had become friends with the old lady and offered her assistance at any time. Snow shoveling had become assistance and so before he had left the house, Mrs. Hallowell had taken David aside and insisted that he shovel the Martins’ driveway first.
The boys tramped through the snow, avoiding the deep snow where drifting had occurred. Old Mrs. Martin was very pleased when the boys offered to shovel her driveway.
“How much did she say she’d pay us?” Higgins asked when the two boys stepped down into the driveway again.
“The regular,” David said.
“But what’s the regular?” Higgins asked. “I get a third of what’s regular but what’s regular?”
“That’s what the lady told us,” Marcus said. “She said she’d pay us the regular.”
“Well,” Higgins said, plunging his shovel into the snow, “let’s hurry. The Donatellas have a huge driveway. We want to get there before anyone else shows up. They’ll pay us a hundred bucks, I’ll bet.”
Marcus stopped and looked at Higgins.
“A hundred dollars!” he said skeptically.
“Well, maybe not a hundred.” Higgins backtracked. “But a lot.”
A few minutes into the shoveling, Higgins began to complain about his shovel, saying that it was too heavy. Marcus exchanged shovels.
“What are you going to spend your money on?” Higgins asked, leaning against his shovel.
“We don’t have any money yet.” David pointed out.
“And we won’t have any if you keep taking breaks,” Marcus added.
The boys continued to shovel, their breaths and grunts breaking the silence of the day. Small clouds streamed out of the their mouths and slipped away into the cold clear sky.
“What happened to Bower?” Higgins asked in another break. Bower had been charged with breaking and entering.
“Reform school,” David said. “Mimico, I think.”
“Ah hell, I thought they’d send him up river to the big house in Kingston,” Higgins said.
“Nope,” David repeated. “Reform school. I heard that they play baseball there.”
“And television,” Higgins added. “Bower will love it there. It’s not like he’d want to go out to the opera.”
“What about Tower?” Marcus asked, dropping the snow off his shovel back into the driveway.
“Nothing,” Higgins laughed, still leaning on his shovel. “I heard that he got back into high school to try and finish his grade ten. That’s one good thing you can say about Bower. He didn’t rat out Greg.”
Marcus stopped shoveling.
“You want to help us or are you going to continue to yammer on?”
Higgins began to shovel again. Marcus looked at David and smirked. The snow was heavier than the boys anticipated and every so often they had to take a break. Marcus and David made sure that Higgins’ breaks were kept to a minimum.
“Tell me how much we’re getting paid again?” Higgins asked.
“The regular,” David said.
Higgins stopped again.
“Ya know, Greg ain’t such a bad guy if you get to know him,” he said.
“He’s an asshole,” Marcus responded and insisted that Higgins get back to his shoveling.
“Why do you have to call him an asshole?” Higgins asked.
“Because he is one,” Marcus replied.
“What if someone told Greg that you called him an asshole?” Higgins asked.
Marcus looked directly at Higgins.
“Tell someone to go ahead. I ain’t afraid of Greg or the horse he rode in on.”
David laughed.
“What’s so funny?” Higgins asked.
Time passed. Higgins looked up from his shoveling and looked over the boys work. Estimating how much time it would take to finish the job, Higgins remembered something he had to do at home.
“You don’t finish, you don’t get paid!” Marcus declared.
“You gotta pay me something,” Higgins said. “Look at all the work I did. I gotta go home. My mom will kill me if I don’t get back.”
Marcus leaned against his shovel.
“Suppose we quit,” Marcus said. “How much are you going to give us? Look at all the work we did.”
Higgins looked at Marcus with a puzzled expression on his face.
“Don’t think I won’t forget this,” he said, grabbed his shovel, and meandered down the street.
Marcus shook his head.
“I knew he’d suck out,” he said.
“Look at the positive side,” David said. “He did shovel some snow and we get his share.”
The boys continued to work. After a time Marcus wavered.
“Seems like the more we shovel, the deeper the snow gets. How many driveways did we plan on doing?”
“Twenty,” David said.
“We must have been out of our friggen mind,” Marcus said. “Why are we working today? School’s cancelled. It’s a holiday.”
“We’re almost finished,” David responded.
He looked up at Marcus who was leaning on his shovel.
“Can’t you work and talk at the same time?” David asked.
Marcus looked at the driveway. Over an hour of shoveling and they were only half way finished. And the snow was still falling.
“By the time we’re finished it will all have filled in again,” he said. “I ain’t shoveling this shit twice!”
The boys worked on. Marcus took another breather, leaning against his shovel. David continued to work, picking up each shovel of snow and carrying it over to the side. It was too far to throw.
“Old man Kelly died in a storm like this,” Marcus said.
“Susan’s father?”
“Her grandfather. They found him in a snowdrift the next day only a few feet from his front door. Had to use dogs to find him. He froze to death. They said the cold gave him a heart attack.”
David stopped and looked around at the drifting snow. A wolf in sheep’s clothing, he thought. Mrs. Martin pushed her front door open a few inches and called the boys up to the door. She handed each of them a mug of hot chocolate.
“Don’t forget to do the walk, boys” she smiled.
When the boys returned to their work, Marcus said that the old lady was pretty nice giving them hot chocolate.
“Mrs. Martin reminds me of the old lady in the Tweety Bird Cartoons,” Marcus said.
“Oh ya,” David said with a smile. She did look like the cartoon character though her hair was more gray than white.
A couple of crows landed on the telephone lines above, sending a few flakes down upon them. Marcus looked up angrily.
“Ain’t we got enough to shovel?” he cried.
David howled with laughter. Marcus looked at David with a stone face before breaking out into a laugh.
“How long do you figure they’ll keep Bower locked up?” David asked.
Marcus shrugged.
“They could give the bastard life for all I care. He is one stupid goon.”
“Strong though,” David suggested.
“Ya,” Marcus responded reluctantly then added. “Remember that time in the hydro field when he grabbed Danny by the feet and swung him around like an old blanket. He must have tossed Danny twenty feet.”
David laughed. “And Danny landed in that pile of dog shit. Did you see that tattoo on Bower’s arm?”
“His initials?” Marcus asked.
David nodded. “I heard that he burnt that in his arm with a magnifying glass. Now, that took guts.”
“I’m surprised he got the spelling right,” Marcus responded.
The boys returned to their shoveling. As they approached the garage, the drifts increased in depth. Their arms ached as they lifted the snow up and over the sides of the driveway. As the sun rose, the snow became heavier. Mrs. Martin opened her back door and handed the boys some chocolate chip cookies.
“Right out of the oven,” she said, smiling kindly.
The boys gobbled them down.
Finally after two hours they finished. They knocked on Mrs. Martin’s door. She thanked them and handed David fifty cents. The door closed. David stared at the fifty cents. He handed Marcus his share. As they walked down the driveway quickly filling up with snow, Marcus kept looking at his quarter.
“We should have negotiated before we shoveled,” he scowled. “That wasn’t no fifty cent snow job.”
“You want to do another driveway?” David asked.
Marcus shook his head.
“I’m starving. Let’s go to Apache and get a hamburger.”
David agreed and they left their shovels at the Hallowell house and made their way down Botfield. At the corner of Mervyn and Botfield, they found Mr. Hill’s car in the ditch. It had been abandoned. Marcus wiped the snow off the windows of the car and peeked inside. It was pitch black. He cleared off more snow but found nothing of interest.
“Probably drunk and left the car here,” Marcus said. “My mother says that old man Hill is always drunk. Sooner or later she figures he’s going to kill someone.”
The boys moved on. There were a few cars on Bloor Street, moving slowly, sliding sideways, spinning in circles. The buses were running, but the ploughs had not been out yet. Mrs. Nolan, the deaf and dumb lady, who lived across the street from the O’Reilly’s, was trying to cross the street. She slipped and fell in the snow. The boys ran over to help her but she shook them off angrily, an expression of terror on her face, and continued her journey.
“She’s crazy,” Marcus said as they moved across Bloor Street toward the Six Points Plaza. “Last summer she had a fight with her neighbour and threw all her garbage over the fence into his backyard.”
“What was the fight over?” David asked, as he exchanged his gloves, which were wet, for the bright orange mitts in his pocket.
“Dandelions,” Marcus replied.
None of the stores in the plaza were open, except for the furniture store. There were some cars parked in the parking lot, their existence apparent only by the hump in the field of snow. When the boys passed one of the humps, they heard music.
Marcus looked at David and then at the hump.
“You think there’s someone in there?”
David shrugged. The boys stepped up to the car. Snow had drifted around the sides of the car making it impossible to reach the doors. They climbed on top of the hood and swept the snow off the windshield. Marcus peeked in.
“I can’t see no one,” he said.
David joined Marcus with his face pressed against the windshield. A breeze blew across the lot, drawing a curtain of snow off the windows on the opposite side of the car. The car lit up inside. An old man’s face suddenly appeared in front of them. It startled the boys, sending David into the snow. Marcus jumped off the hood and ran. David did not catch up to Marcus until he had run the whole length of the plaza. Marcus fell back against the front window of a paint shop, trying to catch his breath.
“Holy shit!” David said, gasping. “Did you see him?”
Marcus nodded, his chest heaving.
“Holy Crap,” he kept repeating.
David added: “He was all blue.”
“Who was it?” Marcus muttered struggling to speak.
David shrugged.
“Maybe he’s stuck in that car,” David said.
“I ain’t going back there,” Marcus cried, shaking his head. “I ain’t going back there.”
“We’ve got to do something,” David gasped. “We can’t just leave him.”
The boys found a pay phone nearby.
“You got any money?” David asked.
Marcus fished in his pocket. He brought out his last dime. David called the police.
“They said to wait,” David said after he’d put down the phone.
Marcus shook his head.
“Let’s just get out of here,” Marcus said. “This is way too creepy. Do you think he was dead?“
“Like old man Kelly?” David asked.
Marcus nodded.
“Shit! I’ve never seen a dead person before. Man, it was like his eyes crawled inside me. I ain’t never going to forget that face. Do we have to wait?”
“We didn’t do anything wrong,” David said. “Maybe there’s a reward.”
They waited at the far end of the plaza for the police to arrive.
“What was he doing in that car?” David asked. “Why didn’t he try and get out?”
The boys watched as a cruiser arrive and sit in the middle of Bloor Street, the lights on it’s roof spinning around. Two policemen trudged through the snow toward the boys. They pointed out the car to the policemen.
“I think he’s dead,” Marcus said.
The policemen told the boys to go home and turned toward the car.
“Let’s go,” David said.
Marcus shook his head.
“I’ve got to see if he’s dead.”
“I thought you wanted to go,” David said.
“Shit!” Marcus said, his anxiety now replaced by curiosity. “If a cop tells me to go home that’s a good enough reason to stay. Besides the guys will want to know if he’s dead. Maybe we’ll be in the newspaper.”
The boys watched the police as they peered into the window then dig the car out with their hands. One of the cops disappeared for a moment inside the car. A few minutes later he exited from the car and spoke to the other cop and trudged back to the cruiser. The other cop leaned against the hood of the car and lit up a cigarette.
Chapter Seven
False Teeth
It was an exceptionally cold day. The schoolyard was a sheet of ice, like one huge mirror. The glare was so bright that many of the teachers at Our Lady of Peace School refused to go out during the lunch hour to monitor the children. But it did not stop the soccer game. Every day the boys played their game though it hardly resembled the game played by Pele. For one thing the boys only played in the winter when there was a sheet of ice on the schoolyard or at least a smooth surface of snow. There was body checking. And instead of a ball, the boys used a frozen milk carton. On this day the game was especially spirited. The body checking was fierce and several boys found themselves on their backsides. And then Fred Shanahan got a break on Terry McDougall. Terry made a great save on a Shanahan’s breakaway stopping the frozen milk carton with his face. Two front teeth were lost. There was spots of blood on the ice. Higgins picked up Terry’s teeth.
“Somebody drop something?”
The boys turned and looked at Terry. Blood oozed out of the hole in the middle of his smile.
“My mom is going to kill me,” Terry said as he turned to the school.
The boys followed Terry to the nurses office. Phone calls were made. Terry was rushed home. When he returned to the school the next week, the soccer games had been banned.
“What for?” he asked.
“Hey, you got your teeth back,” Higgins cried.
Terry smiled then slipped his two front teeth out of his mouth. The boys handed the teeth around.
“I gotta get some of those,” Higgins said.
Chapter Eight
The Big Fight
A boxing card was drawn up one afternoon in late February. The school year was slipping into the dark days and Mr. Wickenhauser thought it would be a good outlet for the older boys. It had been a long winter. Tensions had risen in the school. There was pushing in the lines; squabbling had begun to ruin games; more boys were dragged into the principal’s office for minor offences.
“I want to fight, David,” Penny cried out when the idea was raised in class.
Mr. Wickenhauser smiled wickedly at the suggestion. Even he had noticed Penny’s animosity and desire to pin David’s ears back. It had been a long brooding feud begun shortly after David had moved to Our Lady of Peace School.
“You and whose army,” David had responded.
It was out of character for David to make such remarks and if asked why he had spoken to Penny in that manner on that day, he could not have come up with a rational explanation.
“Something just came over me,” David explained.
But since that day, David had taken vocal pokes at Penny at every opportunity. And Penny for his part had hoped to respond physically but each time an opportunity arose something happened to save David’s skin.
“You’ll be lucky to get out of grade school,” Marcus O’Reilly had warned David the day David had been chased twice around the school building by Penny.
So when Penny challenged David to a pugilistic duel, it was a natural match. Higgins had already been taking bets in favour of Penny. No one was willing to lay cash against David’s predictable thumping. But, David did not take up the challenge.
“What a suck!” Higgins cried.
“You fight him then!” Marcus laughed.
Except for Higgins, no one blamed David for refusing to fight. Penny was a large strong kid with a mean streak.
“You’re chicken!” Penny laughed.
“And you’re getting better looking, Penny,” David responded.
Penny growled. David smiled and reminded himself to stay clear of Penny during recess. When no one else was willing to take on Penny, Cormier volunteered.
“Somebody’s got to fight him,” Cormier said.
“That’s right,” Higgins declared. “I was ready to take Penny on myself if Cormier hadn’t volunteered.”
“He woulda killed ya,” Wilson responded.
“Ya, maybe,” Higgins agreed. “But sometimes you just gotta be a man.”
Everyone relished a match between Cormier and Penny. Both were strong. Although Penny was bigger, Cormier was quick. The spilling of blood seemed a certainty between these two gladiators since neither was sure to back down.
After the main bout was decided, two other cards hardly worth mentioning, were decided. A chalk circle was created in the auditorium to act as a ring. There were no ropes. Outside the circle, the rest of the class sat on the floor. There were few girls in Mr. Wickenhauser’s class and although there was considerable interest amongst them in the fight, they were not allowed to watch. Sister Bernadette did not think it would be appropriate for young Catholic woman to attend an exhibition of fisticuffs. There was some relief amongst the boys who felt that the presence of females might restrict the level of violence unleashed in the matches.
Mr. Wickenhauser was the referee and judge. Wilson brought his two pair of boxing gloves from home. Wilson was the timer, sitting at ringside with a clock and Sister Bernadette’s hand bell. Mr. Wickenhauser made a short speech about sportsmanship and the need to obey the set of rules established for the matches. He did not want anyone to get hurt, which puzzled all of the boys. Wasn’t that the point of the matches? But no one said anything lest the matches be delayed, postponed, or cancelled in legal wrangling. Higgins asked Penny if he could be his manager.
“What do I need a manager for?” Penny asked.
“All fighters have managers,” Higgins insisted. “I’ll set up your future bouts and make sure that your prize money is well invested. I’ll organize your entourage.”
“What’s an entourage?” Penny asked.
“I’m not sure,” Higgins replied, “but every fighter has to have one.”
When Penny showed no interest in having a manager, Higgins approached Cormier, his opponent. Cormier did not want a manager.
“Okay,” Higgins relented. “I’ll be your trainer then.”
“What do I need a trainer for?” Cormier asked.
“You need someone in your corner to tell you how to fight your opponent,” Higgins explained.
Cormier laughed.
“You couldn’t fight your way out of a paper bag,” he said. “How are you going to tell me how to fight?”
Higgins turned to Penny who growled at him. Higgins threw his hands up in despair.
The first match was the main event. After Wilson rang the bell, Cormier and Penny made their way into the center of the ring. Mr. Wickenhauser repeated his instructions on the rules. Everyone started applauding, some cheering on Cormier, some Penny. The two fighters danced about the ring, pawing at each other, hardly throwing a punch. Penny seemed frightened of the shorter and more compact Cormier. Cormier, always mindful of Penny’s right, moved to his right, circling constantly. peeking out from beneath his right hand at his larger opponent.
With a ring of his bell, Wilson announced the end of the first round.
“They were just feeling each other out,” Higgins explained to anyone who would listen.
The second round began to look like a replica of the first round. Cormier kept circling and Penny plodded after him. A few boos rose from the crowd. When the match ended in an unsatisfactory draw without either fighting throwing a punch, the audience began to jeer.
“You guys should have worn dresses,” Wilson cried out.
“My sister could have won this fight,” Danny added.
The second match pitted Marcus against Pat Malone.
Marcus was considered one of the better fighters in the school. He had bragged about his cousins being members of the Irish Republican Army. They lived downtown. City kids were generally considered to be tougher than kids in the suburbs. It was assumed that since his cousins were tough, Marcus too would be street tough. And Wilson had never indicated any fear in the schoolyard. In all confrontations with other boys he had never backed down.
Pat Malone was a quiet unassuming fellow, always well groomed, and impeccably dressed, courteous to a fault, gentle in action and soft-spoken. Although Pat had been in the school since grade one, no one knew much about him. He was one of those invisible students that passed through elementary and high school, entered college, and became accountants without anyone noticing. There was some sympathy amongst the boys for Pat. Certainly no one doubted his courage, he had accepted the match, but many of the boys wondered why anyone would want to go into the fight knowing that they would get pummeled.
“Why don’t you be Pat’s manager?” Wilson asked Higgins.
“I don’t manage losers,” Higgins responded.
“You think Marcus will win?”
Higgins laughed. “Malone will be lucky to get out of this fight in one piece.”
Marcus came out dancing, chewing gum, bobbing to the left and right, his gloves down at his waist, a curl of hair falling over his eyes, taunting Malone to hit him. Malone stepped carefully into the middle of the ring, his gloves up, protecting his head and chest. As Marcus moved around, Malone cut him off. With every passing minute the audience expected Marcus to release a volley of punches and deck Malone.
“I can’t look,” Higgins cried. “Tell me when its over.”
“When is he going to hit him?” Kenny Warm asked.
As Marcus bobbed back and forth, he threw his gloves out but none reached Malone. Then, unexpectedly, Pat shot out a jab and nailed Marcus on the nose. The punch stopped Marcus in his tracks. He hadn’t expected to get hit. Marcus’s face turned beet red.
“Oh God!” Penny said. “Pat has gotten Marcus angry. This could get ugly.”
Before Marcus could move, Malone threw another jab, once again hitting Marcus flush on the face. The gum Marcus had been chewing flew out of his mouth and into the crowd of spectators.
“Oooo!” the audience cried.
“Dance! Move! Stick him!” Higgins cried, gesturing toward Marcus. Marcus glanced toward Higgins and told him to shut up.
Marcus began to dance again, returning to the bravado he had displayed at the beginning of the fight. He threw a jab at Malone, which Pat brushed off with his glove. Malone hit Marcus on the shoulder with a right cross sending Marcus spinning across the room. Marcus tried to smile, pretending that the punch meant nothing to him. Malone put his head on Marcus’s chest and pounded Marcus several times in the ribs. Marcus grabbed Malone and tied him up. Mr. Wickenhauser broke them up. Time and time again, Malone threw jabs at Marcus, tattooing his face with red marks. Every time Marcus threw a punch, Malone caught it with his gloves. The bell rang.
“Things will change in the next round,” Higgins declared. “Marcus was caught off guard, but he won’t be fooled again.”
“I’m putting my money on Malone,” Wilson responded.
“Me too,” Kenny said.
There was no reprieve for Marcus in the second round. Marcus tried to dance but his steps became slower and his manner sluggish. Then Malone threw a volley of jabs, and Marcus greeted each with a waning smile, as his face became redder and redder. And each time Malone threw a jab he kept his right hand in reserve. Marcus took a wild swing at Malone. Pat ducked, and drove his right hand up into Marcus’s stomach. Marcus groaned and bent over.
“Hit him again!” Penny cried out.
But true to his reputation as a gentleman, Malone allowed Marcus to regain his composure. The crowd began to cheer for Pat. His stinging jabs and crosses were taking a toll on Marcus who seemed to be wilting under the barrage. It was only a matter of minutes until there was a knockout. Wilson rang the bell. The match had ended.
“A draw,” Mr. Wickenhauser cried out to a chorus of boos.
“The fix was in,” Danny declared.
The last match was between Brady and Fareso. Both of these boys were thin pale lads with hardly a muscle to share between them. Both boys had been the brunt of cruel and malicious attacks during the year. Both boys were looking for redemption. A chuckle ran through the audience as Mr. Wickenhauser waved the two lads into the middle of the ring.
Mr. Wickenhauser repeated his instructions once again. As soon as the teacher stepped aside and the bell rang, each lad began throwing bombs. It was like watching two windmills colliding. Both boys connected with vicious blows and each started crying but still they kept swinging.
“Enough!” Penny cried out.
But Mr. Wickenhauser let the two boys continue. Their arms became heavy and their punches slower but still they threw bombs. With tears running down their faces, each boy was determined that this time they would not be the first to give in. Finally Mr. Wickenhauser stopped the match. But the two boys kept punching. It was as if once started they didn’t know how to stop. Everyone rushed out and grabbed the two combatants and in the malaise Wilson was hit by one of the punches and sent to the floor. The boys looked down. He was out cold.
Higgins looked down at Wilson laying flat on the floor.
“I coulda taken him!” he said.
Chapter Nine
Mad Boys
The spring rain flooded the ditches. The snow, that had been banked up on the sides of the street by snowplows throughout the winter, began to melt. Temporary ice bridges were formed but these two melted into the inevitable decay of spring. Water running down the street ate under the sheets of ice, causing the plates to crack and collapse under their own weight. Passing cars sprayed the dirt of winter over the graying snow causing waves of slush to lap up against the sides of the ditches. And still the water gathered speed and volume, rushing down the streets, one street into another, until they met a sewer grate, then swirling in an eddy, the water disappeared into the earth.
David and Marcus sat hunched over, and placed popsicle sticks in the rivers of water running through the ditches and imagined the sticks as great ships racing down the rivers of an alien planet.
“Watch this,” Marcus said and put a worn on one of the ships.
“Captain Ahab,” he added then followed the ship along its journey until the ship and its captain spiraled into the darkness of the sewer grate.
“Look,” David said pointing to Penny walking down the street.
“What’s he doing?” Marcus asked.
Penny was holding something in his arms. As he grew closer the boys realized that Penny had picked up the McGuire’s cat. When Penny saw the boys, he yelled something inaudible at them. Then he put the cat high over his head and threw him into one of the ditches. The cat struggled out of the raging stream, he looked like a rat, and once out of the waster raced for cover as Penny tried to catch him again.
“What a loser!” Marcus said.
David looked at the cricket he had just placed on one of his popsicle sticks. The popsicle began to race downstream. David considered saving the cricket from its inevitable fate when he heard someone yelling. He looked up. Mrs. McGuire had come out of her home and was yelling at Penny who stood on the sidewalk silently shrugging his shoulders.
The days warmed. Ants covered the walls of houses as if the bricks had suddenly begun to grow hair. Many of the ants had wings but seemed unable to fly. Mrs. Hallowell mixed bleach and hot water in a pail and poured it over the sides of their house. How much assistance the bleach contributed to the eradication of these hordes was unclear, but the smell comforted David’s mother who saw bleach as one of the bulwarks against barbarism.
The ants were followed a few weeks later by an infestation of June Bugs. Everywhere the boys looked there were June Bugs. Walking along the sidewalk the boys listened joyfully to the crunch of bugs beneath their heals.
“Where do they come from?” David asked.
Marcus shrugged his shoulders.
“Where do they go?” David asked.
Marcus shrugged his shoulders again and asked, “What use are they?”
It was a mystery to the boys.
David had put on his rubber boots and had grabbed the old coal shovel that his parents had kept from their old home in the city. As the snow and ice retreated, the smell of dog shit was everywhere. Sidewalks, lawns, gardens were filled with the perfume of spring. And until the sidewalks were washed clean by April showers, they were a minefield of dog shit, which was inevitably tracked on, then carried into the school classrooms. It was David’s job to clean up the front and back lawns.
“Why is it my job?” he complained. “We don’t even have a dog.”
“That’s Peter’s and Paul’s job at our house,” Marcus said with a scowl. “At least they better do it. My old man’s in a real bad mood and I don’t want him taking it out on me again.”
“How come your old man is in a bad mood?” David asked as he scooped up some dog shit off the grass and carried it over to a bush in the garden where he dumped it.
“My mom’s been sick and he blamed it on us,” Marcus said, taking a penknife out of jacket pocket. “He says we’re not doing enough. She’s pregnant and we have to do more work. How’s that our fault? We’re not the ones making all these babies.”
David stepped gingerly around the lawn looking for more dog shit.
“The old man offered us 50 bucks if any of us could take him in a fight,” Marcus continued. “Stupid Paul took him up on the offer and the old man bloodied his nose. Thinks he can push us around. We ain’t going to take it. We’ll get him. Some day we’ll get him.”
Marcus rubbed his hands on the side of his jeans as he slipped the toe of his running shoes under a dog turd and flicked it onto the next lawn.
“My dad would never offer money so he can hit us,” David said. “He just hits us.”
“That’s because your dad isn’t a jerk. I’ll kill him one day,” Marcus cursed as he threw his penknife at his feet, barely missing his toes. “I’ll kill him sure as I’m standing here.”
David said nothing.
One day trees began to fall down. One flattened the Jackman’s garage on Prennan Avenue. A Weeping Willow fell over in the Gerard backyard just missing one of their young sons. All the Mountain Ash trees on Botfield began to keel over. It was like a domino affect. First the Parson’s, then the Gilpin’s, the Macdonald’s, the Martin’s. Almost every night when the neighbourhood was asleep, a tree fell over.
“My old man thinks someone’s poisoning them,” Marcus said.
“Poisoning?” David asked.
“My old man says that there ain’t no such things as coincidence. When something happens, there is a reason.”
“Why would someone do that?” David asked.
Marcus shrugged. “I guess some people don’t like trees. I wouldn’t be surprised if it wasn’t old man Hook that was poisoning the trees.”
Old man Hook was an old man who lived in the next block. He and his wife lived in one of the original homes, before the whole area was leveled and the subdivision was created.
“How do you poison a tree?” David asked.
Marcus looked at David and then up at the sun. He shrugged his shoulders.
The boys put away their hockey sticks and brought out their gloves and baseball bats. Each recess the boys played 500 hundred pick up, a variation of baseball. Boys, who did not own a glove, used their hats to catch the balls that flew through the air. In the corner of the schoolyard, the girls began to skip or play games with coloured rubber balls against the school walls. Kids began to bring bags of alleys to school. Fierce competition ensued with fortunes in glass won and lost. The schoolyard began to dry out. Weeds began to force their way up through the cracks in the asphalt that covered the entire grounds of the school. Bicycles began to be used again, dozens at first, multiplying each day, leaning against the fence that surrounded the yard. As the days warmed, teachers would appear more often in the yard. Yoyos appeared in children’s hands. Kids brought magnets, and magnifying glasses to recess. Windows in the classes were opened. Seeds were planted in paper cups as class projects. Running shoes replaced rubber boots. Grade ones practiced the rituals for First Communion in the school library. Mr. Lavery, the school superintendent, showed up and made a speech before the graduating class. At the end of each day, the sky was bigger, the sunlight brighter, the air warm.
Marcus leaned against the school building. It was Saturday.
“You got a cig?” he asked Terry. Terry flipped his cigarettes out of his pocket and handed one to Marcus. He offered one to David. David declined.
Terry grinned, smoke slipping out of his nose.
“My old man was almost a priest,” Terry said. “I guess I never told you guys. He dropped out a few months before his ordination. I think my mother had something to do with that. He says the priests tried to brainwash him. He wants to know if I have a calling. Who the hell wants to be a priest?”
“My mom wants me to be a priest,” David confessed. “She’s going to make me become an altar boy.”
“You going to do it?” Marcus asked.
David shrugged.
“I wouldn’t mind being an altar boy,” Marcus said. “You could drink the altar wine when the priest wasn’t around.”
“My old man told me,” Terry said, “that if I had a calling, he’d beat it out of me.”
“My old man don’t need any excuse to beat me,” Marcus said.
The boys looked at each other in silence. Terry and Marcus sucked on their cigarettes. Marcus coughed.
“At least you’ll be rich some day,” David said to Marcus, “when your uncle kicks the bucket.”
“That bastard!” Marcus responded shaking his head. “He’s so cheap. My old man and him had a big fight over money. My old man took a loan out last year to help pay our taxes. My uncle wants it back with interest. My old man said that there was nothing said about interest. My uncle said he wasn’t The Salvation Army. The bastard threatened to cut all of us out of his will. Bad enough each new kid we get means that my cut is smaller, now it looks like I ain’t going to get a thing.”
Terry dropped his cigarette onto the ground and snuffed it out with his running shoe.
“I’m fucking bored,” he said.
“What do you want to do?” Marcus asked flicking his cigarette into the air.
“What’s Penny doing?” David asked.
It had become a spring ritual on Botfield Avenue to lure Penny up to Echo Valley, a thickly wooden ravine and once there, to get him lost. The boys made their way over to Penny’s house. He was out front weeding the front lawn.
“What you doing?” Marcus asked.
“Nothing,” Penny said on his knees with a small knife in his hands and a basket beside him half filled with weeds.
“You want a cig?” Terry asked, padding his shirt pocket.
Penny looked around to see if his mother was watching from the living room window. He shook his head.
“What are you guys up to?”
“We’re just going up to the valley to flush some rabbits out,” Marcus said.
“Maybe chase a raccoon up a tree,” Terry added.
“You ain’t going to hide on me, are you?” Penny asked, cruising each face trying to ascertain their intention. “My mom says I can’t go up to the Valley if you are going to tease me like you did last year.”
“Never,” David promised, somewhat ashamed of his boldface lie.
“Maybe we’ll catch a pheasant,” Terry ventured. “I remember last fall a pheasant leaped out into front of us. Scared the wits out of me. We didn’t see the bird until we were practically on top of it.”
“I remember that,” Penny nodded.
“I don’t remember you being there,” Marcus responded.
“I remember you telling me about it,” Penny clarified.
“We’ll have a ball,” Terry predicted. “You never know what’s going to happen in the Valley. Hunting and fishing. Heck, we can yell as loud as we want. Rip off our clothes and run through the bush like savages. I wish we’d thought of this earlier. Better than weeding your old lady’s lawn.”
Penny’s eyes lid up. It sure sounded like a better time than his present occupation. He looked around to see if his mother was looking and assured that she was not, he threw down his knife into the ground, stood up and joined the boys as they made their way up the street toward the valley. But once inside the wood, the boys fled into the bush, hiding on Penny. At first Penny laughed as if his disregard for the other boys’ actions would bring everyone out into the open again. But Penny could not maintain this posture of indifference.
“You guys promised!” he pleaded referring to the pledge that all the boys made. Penny’s greatest fear was to be left alone in the bush, a fear that the other boys loved to exploit.
“Penny!” Terry cried out from a bush near the creek.
As Penny moved towards the creek, Marcus cried from a treetop behind him.
“Penny!”
Then David made a cat sound from further in the bush followed by Terry’s famous lone wolf howl. And so it went on, taunt after taunt, until Penny was on the edge of tears. Enraged, Penny picked up stones or sticks, anything he could find, and threw it into the bush hoping to flush the boys out.
“I’ll kill ya!” he yelled. “I’ll kill all of you!”
The boys remained quiet for long periods of time. Penny started to whine, tears running down his cheeks. Even the taunts were preferable to the silence. Penny began to wander. Although the valley was not large, nor the bush so thick, still Penny lost his sense of direction, walking in circles, pleading to be rescued. And as he walked around, the boys threw objects at him
“Somebody say something!” he begged. “I don’t like this. All this silence is creepy. Are any of you still here? You didn’t leave me, did you?”
The boys laughed. This sent Penny into a rage again, throwing stones, pounding the earth. Eventually after stumbling half way around the valley, Penny found his way out, returning home in tears, taunted and teased all the way, the boys following from a safe distance behind.
“What’s the matter, Penny?”
“You upset, Penny?”
“Hey Penny, cat got your tongue?”
“Want to go back to the woods?”
“Mommy’s boy, eh Penny?”
One day Ernie O’Toole decided that it was David’s turn to be beaten up. Half Indian, Ernie had early been branded half-breed by the children in the schoolyard. But that was not the end of his misery. Barely able to read, he flunked two grades and was forced to sit in classes with children much younger than himself, in desks too small for his long legs. The older boys in the schoolyard constantly teased him. And when finally he lost his temper and picked a fight with an older boy, Ernie was beaten. But as the years passed, it was Ernie who began to initiate the fights, and Ernie who did the beating. In a gesture of disdain, Ernie warned David in the morning that he would be beaten that afternoon. Ernie also announced the fight to all the schoolyard, hoping to attract a large crowd to the exhibition.
David had three choices. First, he could complain to a teacher and be forever branded as ‘yella’. Second, he could stay at home that afternoon. But that would only delay the inevitable beating and perhaps further incense Ernie’s always volatile temper. Third, he could show up, fight, take his beating, and do his bleeding.
“Not much of a choice,” Marcus commented.
“What would you do?” David asked.
“I’d change my identity.” Marcus laughed. “Get a new name. Have plastic surgery.”
“I really don’t want to get beat up,” David said. “If my mother finds out that someone beat me up, she’ll call the police. They’ll ask me questions. I’ll probably have to go down to the jail and look through mug shots. I’ll be grilled. I’ll have to give him up. And then Ernie’ll really have a reason to pound me out. There’s got to be some way out of this.”
Marcus shook his head.
“Would she really call the police?” Marcus asked.
David nodded.
“I’d rather get beat up everyday and twice on Sundays,” Marcus responded, “than have my parents call the cops. How could you ever live it down?”
When the recess bell rang, David reluctantly left the safety of the classroom and made his way out into the schoolyard for his beating. A crowd had already gathered. He wished it was winter when extra clothing could protect him from the pummeling he was going to receive. But it was a bright sunny day and he was wearing a t-shirt.
“You’re going to get yours now.” Penny laughed, relishing the fact that finally David was going to get his ‘come-uppens’.
“I’ll go get the nurse now,” Higgins said. “Might save you some blood.”
“The nurse is only here on Mondays,” Brady said.
Penny shrugged then added, “Is there a doctor in the house?”
“Keep your hands up,” Flannery advised David. “And circle to the right. Ernie is right handed. And when he hits you, drop to the ground. And stay there.”
David stopped several paces from Ernie. The kids started to clap in unison. Ernie looked around, smiled, and raised his arms like a gladiator in ancient Rome. The assembled crowd mumbled to each other in anticipation of the blood letting. Ernie stepped toward David. Just before Ernie reached him, David fell to the ground and curled up in a ball. A hush fell over the crowd. Ernie looked down at David, gave him a couple of kicks in the ribs, spit on him, cursed his ancestors but eventually got bored and walked off. A groan of disappointment went up from the audience.
“What a chicken!” Penny cried.
“Why didn’t he fight?’ Brady asked anyone who would listen.
Flannery shook his head.
“No one ever tried that before,” he said.
The crowd of children that had gathered disbanded, grumbling like fans at a heavyweight fight who feel that they have been cheated out of their admission fee. Some of the girls chattered to each other pointing at David on the ground and giggling. David noticed Mr. Wickenhauser watching from his classroom on the second floor of the school. Even he looked disappointed.
“Shit!” David muttered to himself, “I’m probably going to get the strap as well.”
“Well,” Marcus said shaking his head with disappointment once David had risen to his feet and brushed himself off, “I see that you found a fourth alternative.”
“I feel completely humiliated,” David said.
“At least you’re alive,” Marcus said.
David sighed. “I’m not sure it was worth it. Do you think I’ll ever live it down?”
“Ya,” Marcus philosophized. “Ernie will beat someone up and you’ll just be history. Nobody remembers history.”
“The worst part is seeing the girls giggling.”
“Ya,” Marcus agreed. “They may pretend that they hate fights but when it comes right down to it, they love to see blood. What are you going to do now?”
David let out a deep breath and said:
“I gotta find my sister and warn her not to tell my parents.”
David’s sister, Sandra, was crazy about rock’n’roll. She went to see all the beach movies starring Annette Funicello and Tommy Sands. Each week she and Mary McGarvey, her new friend, would bicycle out to the record store at the Cloverdale Mall to pick up the new record chart, a list of the best selling records handed out for free by a local radio station – CHUM.
Sandra’s birthday was coming up and David decided to buy her a 45. He biked out to the record store and browsed through the selections. He picked up a record by Del Shannon. As David passed the liquor store on his way to his bike, someone hailed him. He turned around. It was Greg. Greg was a high school student who sometimes showed up at the school when he needed money. No one refused his requests. David considered running but decided that there was little harm in meeting Greg at the mall. It was a public place where there were too many witnesses around for Greg to beat him up.
“Got any change?” Greg asked.
David shook his head. A cigarette bobbed up and down in Greg’s permanent grin. He stepped in front of David.
“What’s you got there?”
“It’s for my sister’s birthday,” David explained handing the package to Greg.
Greg looked at the record for a minute and then handed it back to David who was surprised to have it returned.
“Runaway,” Greg said, identifying the name of the song. “Good tune. People say that I look like Del Shannon.”
David nodded. Greg went through a series of identities, one as the actor Sal Mineo, then as the actor James Dean, than Bobby Darren.
“What are you doing here?” David asked.
“Nothing,” Greg said shrugging his shoulders. There was something different in Greg’s voice. He wasn’t antagonistic, almost treating David like he was an old friend. It was flattering.
“Just hanging out,” Greg added, gesturing to the nearby liquor store. “Trying to get someone to buy me a bottle.”
“Ya,” David nodded as if this was a common activity amongst all the boys.
“I work over at Plantation Bowl,” Greg said. “You should come over some time. I can get you a free game. Old man Wilkins thinks I’m the cat’s ass. Man, you should see the chicks that hang out there.”
David nodded. Some of David’s friends liked to bowl and they had mentioned that Greg worked at the alley, sweeping the floor and handing out bowling shoes. David never bowled. He did not have much spare money and his mother encouraged him to save any moneys he earned for his high school tuition.
“Work sucks,” Greg said. “Stay in school, kid. There ain’t no percentage in flunking out. Become a lawyer or something that makes a little bread. If I had it all to do over again, I’d hit the books. Life’s too short to screw up.”
David said that he had to move on. Greg wished him well. As he walked away, David searched his pockets for some change. When he turned around, he saw Greg handing some money to an adult who was entering the liquor store.
Jason Fareso was a shy boy. He hardly spoke to anyone, never raised his hand to ask a question in class, and seemed invisible in the schoolyard. There never was any question of Jason causing problems; he did his work quietly, and dutifully. But on this day, his number had come up.
Mr. Wickenhauser had a habit of strapping one individual each Friday afternoon. It was not punishment. It was a warning. He said it gave the class something to think about over the weekend. Mr. Wickenhauser made a big production of it by drawing a name each Friday out of a hat. As long as it was not their name that was chosen, the boys loved the drama of the event. This Friday, Jason’s name was picked.
Brought to the front of the class, Jason was instructed to open his hand. Jason glanced at his classmates from beneath his lowered brow. A madness came over Jason.
“Look at his eyes!” Terry whispered from the seat behind David.
“Put it out there, Mr. Fareso.” Mr. Wickenhauser said matter-of-factly as if this was business as usual.
The class laughed. All the boys leaned forward in their seats, enjoying the spectacle of someone getting their palms flayed.
Jason shook his head.
“Come on, Jason,” Mr. Wickenhauser whispered in a voice only Jason could hear, “lets get this over with so we can all go about our business.”
“No!” Jason barked and stepped back toward the blackboard.
“Bad move!” Terry whispered.
“You aren’t going to strap me!” Faresco cried. “I didn’t do anything wrong! I never do anything wrong!”
Mr. Wickenhauser stepped toward Jason, grabbed his arm and swung. Jason pulled his hand away. The strap came slashing down on Mr. Wickenhauser’s leg. Mr. Wickenhauser cried out in pain.
“Oh shit!” Terry cried in David’s ear.
A hush fell over the class. Mr. Wickenhauser’s face had turned red. His eyes had dilated and the sly fox like smile that reigned over his demeanor had turned to rage. He grabbed for Jason.
Jason ran. All the boys’ heads turned and watched as Mr. Wickenhauser, limping, chased the escapee to the back of the room. Cornered, Jason turned and saw an open window. The class was on the second floor. Jason ran for the window and leaped. At the last moment, Flannery, seeing what was happening, tackled Jason, and held him as Jason hung out the window. Two other boys rushed over and dragged Jason back into the class. Jason began to sob with tears.
Mr. Wickenhauser was white, the anger drained from his face. He stared at Jason and then at the open window. The boys were sure that Jason’s days on this planet were numbered. Jason was taken to the principal’s office. All that afternoon class was conducted in complete silence. No one dared move. Mr. Wickenhauser seemed shell-shocked. He sat at his desk, playing with a piece of chalk in his fingers, staring into space.
“Jason should have taken his punishment like a man,” Brady declared as the boys stepped out of the school that day.
Higgins laughed.
“You would have bawled like a baby,” he said.
“Would not!” Brady barked back, deeply offended by Higgins remark.
Monday morning Jason returned quietly to his old seat. Sister Bernadette walked into the class with an adult the boys had never seen before.
“This is Mr. Brown class. He is your new teacher.”
Chapter Ten
Elmer Fudd
“I hate the sound of the polisher,” Sandra said as the two children escaped from the dentist’s office.
David nodded. His left cheek was still frozen. In fact the freezing hadn’t even begun to take affect until after Dr. Green had drilled and filled his tooth. The dentist was always rushing the kids through their appointments and was unwilling to wait for the freezing to take affect. David suspected that the only reason Dr. Green gave them freezing was so that the parents could not accuse him of inflicting unnecessary pain on their children.
“And I hate the taste of that stuff he uses for cleaning,” Sandra added.
David did not respond. His tongue felt strange as if he had something dead caught in his mouth. He didn’t like to talk. His voice sounded like the cartoon character Elmer Fudd.
The two children stepped out of the medical building and waited for the light to change so that they could cross the street and catch their bus home. David hated dentists. He wished they would pull out all his teeth and give him false teeth like his parents so he wouldn’t have to go to one again. Sandra looked at David. There was a peculiar firmness about her manner as if an idea had struck and she was going to act upon it.
“I’m not taking the bus.”
David’s mouth dropped.
“What?”
“I’m walking home. The bus gives me a headache.”
David protested.
“We’ve got to take the bus. It’ll take all day to walk home. Mom will think something has happened to us. I’m in charge and I say we take the bus home.”
Sandra began to walk. David grabbed her arm and tried to restrain her. She shouted at him. People on the street began to look at them. David released her. Though Sandra was a year younger than her brother, she had the stronger will. Her mother called it stubbornness and it was in Mrs. Hallowell’s opinion, ‘a damned Hallowell trait’. For a moment David thought of going on the bus alone, but that would have been worse. His mother would never forgive him for leaving his sister alone. David ran to catch up with Sandra. They walked in silence for some time. Half way across the Humber River Bridge, Sandra stopped and looked over the side at the river below. David dared not look. It made him dizzy.
“You still angry with me?” Sandra asked.
David nodded. He refused to speak to his sister.
Sandra sighed and continued to look down at the river.
“I could jump into the river,” she said.
“Why would you do that?” David cried.
Sandra laughed. David smirked. He had broken his self-imposed vow of silence. For a while, neither child spoke. David was anxious to move on but he knew any suggestion by him would be met with refusal.
“Do you think Indians lived here?” Sandra asked. “It looks like such a pleasant place to camp. I can imagine them setting up their teepees, making a fire, roasting marshmallows. Do you think the Indians went camping on their summer holidays?”
“The Indians didn’t have marshmallows,” David replied.
The two children began the long ascent up Bloor Street toward the Kingsway. Sandra did not stop talking.
“Look how big the houses are. They must have a lot of money to have such big homes. How can some people be so rich? I’d like to have a big house with a big bedroom. Do you think we’ll ever have a big house?”
David shrugged.
“I don’t think that money makes happiness more attainable,” Sandra said beaming with pride at her choice of words. Sandra had recently fallen into the habit of using multi-syllable words even though she did not understand the meaning of the words she chose. She called it dressing up conversation.
“It’s just preposterous,” she added.
Once they reached Prince Edward Drive, Sandra took a seat on a bench. David wanted to keep moving but once again he gave into his sister’s stronger will. Across the street from where they were sitting, there was a large graveyard.
“Look at all those dead people,” Sandra said. “What good is their money now? Do you think that mom and dad are going to die?”
David looked at his sister, annoyed by her constant need to ask questions, especially questions to which there were no answers.
“Everybody’s going to die,” he said. David tried to figure out how far they still had to go to reach home and what he was going to say to his mother when they got there. He could try to take a short cut through the park but he had to assure himself that they would not get lost.
Sandra began to cry.
“What now?” he asked.
His sister, forgetting her tears for a moment, smiled.
“You sound funny like Elmer Fudd,” she said, then remembering that she was upset began to cry again.
She sniffled and wheezed. David waited.
“I don’t want to die,” she said.
David slapped his forehead and moaned.
“Even if I was old and wrinkled, I wouldn’t want to die,” Sandra continued. “Even if I was suffering from an incurable debilitating disease, I wouldn’t want to die.”
“If no one died there wouldn’t be any room left on the planet,” David said.
Sandra was silent for a moment while she considered David’s response.
“We could use bunk beds,” she said finally. “I wouldn’t mind sharing my room with another girl. It might be fun. We’d be like sisters.”
David did not respond. Eventually Sandra tired of sitting and they continued to walk. When they reached the Kingsway Theater, Sandra’s misery was distracted by the brightly coloured posters of movies that were playing.
“My feet are sore,” she said taking a seat on a bench that was provided in front of the theatre. “Let’s get a popsicle.”
“We don’t have any money,” David pointed out.
Sandra, her hands on her hips, stared at David in silence for some time.
“That’s bus money,” David said. David knew that he might incur the wrath of his mother if he used the bus money on popsicles but this was weighed against the threat of Sandra not moving if she did not receive refreshment. Sandra won.
Once Sandra started sucking on her popsicle, the two children moved on.
“I like banana the best,” Sandra said referring to the different flavours of popsicles.
“They didn’t have banana,” David replied.
“I didn’t say I didn’t like grape,” Sandra replied. “I just said that I liked banana the best. How come you always buy orange?”
“I like it,” David replied.
“I know that. But why don’t you explore different tastes like banana?”
“They didn’t have banana,” David repeated, pleased with his response. He knew it would annoy Sandra.
“I know that!” Sandra cried. “Want to try my grape?”
“No.”
“Can I try your orange?” Sandra asked.
“No.”
“Why not? Mom says it’s good to share things.”
David looked at his sister.
“I don’t want to share germs,” he said.
“We can’t share germs,” Sandra responded. “We’re brother and sister.”
David sighed and handed his popsicle to Sandra. Sandra handed her’s to David. He looked at it. David liked the taste of grape but this was no time to give in to his sister. When Sandra had finished slobbering over his popsicle, they exchanged popsicles again.
David had decided by now that they had to use the short cut through Central Park. His mother had warned him many times about the long wooded park, the danger from strangers, and foxes with rabies, and gangs of kids.
“We’re not supposed to go through the park,” Sandra said, finishing off her popsicle.
“It’s getting late,” David said. “We’re already going to catch shit as it is.”
“You used the ‘s’ word,” Sandra responded. “Can I have some more of your popsicle?”
“Keep it,” David said handing his popsicle to his sister. “But, we’re taking the path through the park.”
Sandra shrugged her shoulders. When Sandra had finished David’s popsicle, she insisted on stopping to pick the wild flowers that grew along the bank of the Etobicoke Creek.
“They’re ever so pretty,” Sandra said, kneeling down on the bank. “And mom will just love them on the dinner table. What’s your favourite flower?”
David shrugged.
“I like dandelions,” Sandra said. “They’re cute.”
“Dandelions aren’t flowers,” David said.
“I don’t care.” Sandra smelled the blue flowers in her hand and smiled. David didn’t know what her flowers were called but he hoped they were poison ivy.
Half way through the park a small dog ran up to Sandra. She bent down to pet it.
“Leave the dog alone,” David said.
“I wish we had a dog,” Sandra said. “Ah, he’s so cute.”
“Don’t ask me what my favourite dog is?” David barked.
“Look!” Sandra said. “He’s eating my flowers. He must be starving.”
David grabbed his sister and dragged her on. The puppy followed them. Soon the puppy was not alone. Several other dogs had taken an interest in the children. The children began to run. The dogs started chasing them. David spotted a ball in the grass. He grabbed it and threw it in the opposite direction. The dogs took off after it. The children made their escape.
When they reached the ball diamond at the end of the park, Sandra insisted they stop to rest. There were some boys on the diamond playing work-ups. David did not know the boys. He was relieved. At least there wouldn’t be awkward questions about David being with his sister when he could be playing ball.
“How much farther is it?” Sandra asked.
David shrugged.
“I’m tired,” Sandra said. “We should take the bus the rest of the way.”
“We don’t have enough money left,” David said.
Sandra sighed.
David insisted that they move on. As they passed a group of apartment buildings Sandra talked about her friends who lived in apartments. She felt sorry for them.
“They don’t have backyards,” she said.
“They don’t have to cut grass,” David responded. One of David’s chores was to cut the grass.
“How much farther?” Sandra asked. “Are we halfway yet?”
David nodded.
“How come you don’t talk much?” Sandra asked. “Don’t you like me? Mom says that we will be life long friends.”
David moaned.
“I know a secret,” Sandra said.
David looked at his sister suspiciously.
“So?” he responded.
“Don’t you want to hear it?” she asked.
“Don’t care if I do. Don’t care if I don’t.” David said as they turned onto Mattice Avenue. They were only a few blocks from home.
“Mary McGarvey thinks you’re cute.” Sandra smiled.
David winced.
“She says that you’re always so nice to her,” Sandra added.
“Am not,” David responded. “I never even talk to her.”
“She says you’re shy. Mary thinks that’s cute. Why don’t you talk to her?”
David did not respond. They turned the corner onto Botfield. David noticed that there was no car in the driveway. His father should have been home from work long ago. When they reached the end of the driveway, Mrs. Hallowell rushed out the front door, ran to the children, picked up Sandra and began to hug and kiss her.
“Your father is out looking for you two right now,” she cried, tears rushing down her cheeks. “We were out of our minds with worry.”
With his mouth still frozen, David said, “You can send me to my room for the rest of my life. You can take away all my privileges. You can beat me until I bleed, but I don’t ever want to be in charge of her again!”
His mother laughed.
“You sound like Elmer Fudd,” she said.
Chapter Eleven
The Millionaire
On three successive days Danny Cameron, came to the school and released hundreds of cards into the dusty breezes of the schoolyard. This was unusual. In the experience of most of the boys, cards were used for games, games like closies and flipsies played with baseball, hockey and occasionally football cards. Cards were also traded, bought and sold, even stolen though that was a rare occasion. Being labeled a thief led to ostracism, the cruelest of punishments in a boy’s world. But this was one of those memorable days when one Danny Cameron played the role of the millionaire. The millionaire would bring all his cards to school, stand at the top of a hill and throw the cards into the wind.
And so Danny Cameron came to school that day bloated with largesse, his chest swelling like any Bay Street philanderer.
“He must be mad!” Marcus said. “There is no other explanation.”
“Perhaps he has outgrown his cards,” Brady said. Brady’s suggestion was dismissed outright. Wasn’t Cameron the boy who had traded a dozen baseball cards for one Gordie Howe? It did not fit his psychological profile. And further, one did not outgrow cards anymore than, at some advanced age, one outgrew money.
Higgins, gathering himself into a posture of sublime dignity, declared, “Mr. Cameron owns a store on the Queensway. Danny’s has broken into the elder Cameron’s stockroom.”
That certainly explained why Danny had so many cards but it did not explain why he was in such a hurry to get rid of them.
“He’s trying to get rid of the evidence,” Higgins argued. “There’s no other possible explanation.”
Not everyone agreed, but, while Danny stood at the top of the hill overlooking the trench around the school building, explanations would have to wait. Boys gathered below Danny, pushing and shoving, trying to gain an optimum position.
“Get off my foot!” Higgins cried at Big Al.
“Those tiny things,” Big Al said then laughed.
“Who pushed me?” Penny cried taking a wild swing at the fellow behind him. But there was no one behind him.
“Let’s go!” Flannery demanded.
Still Danny waited, for what seemed an eternity, then reached into the paper bag he was carrying, grabbed a bunch of cards and let them fly. Gordie Howes, Pocket Rockets, the Golden Jets’ cards, Willie Mays, Hank Aaron, Don Drystals were chased across the schoolyard by Dick Shattos, Cookie Gilchrests,, Jim Browns and Tobin Rote cards in a mad frenzy for easy wealth.
Jimmy Higgins stamped on a Jim Taylor card, but his foot was in turn crushed by the mammoth paw of Big Al. Marcus was pushed face first into the school building as he fought with Flannery over a Jacques Plante. Wilson and Penny came to fisticuffs over a Bert Olmstead. The trench was a melee of fallen bodies battering each other over this rush for the Klondike of boys’ dreams. In the chaos, Brady skirted about unchallenged, picking up handfuls of loose nuggets. After the lunch hour Danny was called into the principle’s office and reprimanded for his role in the fiasco, and warned that further incidents of this nature would lead to certain corporal punishment. The next day Charlie Avery showed up at school with his pile of cards.
Chapter Twelve
The Basement
Over dinner that evening David was asked how his day had gone. He shrugged his shoulders. In truth, David couldn’t remember a thing that was taught. His mind had been totally focused on remaining invisible. If you were invisible you couldn’t be asked any questions. Fortunately Sandra had lots to say and occupied his parents’ attention for most of the meal.
“Everything is so new!” Sandra said gushing with enthusiasm. “Oh mom, the blackboards are so black. They washed them with some kind of magic soap. And Mrs. McCallion let me stay in at recess and help her tidy up. She is so nice. And the girls in my class were so nice to me. None of them said anything mean.”
Mr. Hallowell interrupted Sandra’s address to the family by asking David to pass the potatoes.
Mrs. Hallowell turned to David.
“What did you learn today, David?” she asked.
David looked at his mother pleadingly.
“Gee mom, no one learns anything,” he replied.
“You must have taken something up in class,” his father insisted, scooping two tablespoons of potatoes onto his plate and reaching for the gravy.
“Ya, there was some stuff.”
Sandra interrupted David’s response. For once he was grateful for his sister’s bubbling impatience.
“Mrs. McCallion promised that we would go on a nature trip next month. We have to have permission slips. Can I go mom? Please.”
“Permission slips?” Mr. Hallowell queried.
“Did you meet any new friends?” Mrs. Hallowell asked her son.
David looked at his mother with a puzzled expression.
“There’s a kid dressed up in a suit,” Sandra said. “He smelled like dad. I thought he was a teacher but he’s just a kid.”
“A suit!” his mother said with a pleased expression on her face.
“His name is Leonard. I think he’s retarded,” David added hurriedly trying to nip in the bud any expectations his mother might have had regarding suits, shirts and ties.
“I met a girl named Cathy,” Sandra added. “She’s Chinese.”
Mrs. Hallowell looked at her daughter than at her husband.
“Chinese?”
Sandra nodded. “She’s ever so nice.”
Her mother looked at her father.
“I didn’t know that there were any Chinese in the neighbourhood.”
You could hear the squeak squeak of Sandra rocking back and forth in the rocking chair all over the house. It was a rocking chair that had been handed down to Mrs. Hallowell from her mother, the chair that her mother had used when she nursed all of her nine children. And it was the only way Sandra could move and sit still at the same time. Her constant fidgeting and rocking on the couch made it impossible for anyone to sit beside her, but the chair nicely harnessed that energy… except for the squeak. The squeak drove David mad. And drove him to commit acts of sabotage and terror that bordered on the sadistic. For David loved to sneak up behind his sister and pulling the rocking chair back, leave Sandra suspended, horizontal to the floor and helpless, neither able to sit up nor climb out of the chair.
“Mom!” Sandra cried helplessly.
“David!” his mother yelled from upstairs. “Leave your sister alone!”
“I ain’t doing nothing,” David would respond barely able to restrain his joy at his sister’s predicament.
“David!” Sandra responded, not knowing whether to laugh or cry. “Please let me down. I’ll do anything you want.”
“Stop the squeak!” he cried.
When Sandra took tennis lessons at Central Park with the neighbourhood kids, Sandra couldn’t hit a backhand, preferring to run around and attempt a forehand.
“She won’t hit a backhand,” Martha Jane complained, hands on her hips, mouth open wide enough to park a small automobile. Martha Jane was no better a player than Sandra but she had one advantage Sandra didn’t have. She had allies. Like mother Russia over her neighbouring countries, Martha Jane reigned over the other girls.
“How can you be a partner with someone who won’t hit a backhand?” Martha Jane argued.
The other girls nodded in agreement. No one could dispute the soundness of Martha Jane’s argument. And with all of Martha Jane’s decisions, it became unanimous. None of the other kids wanted Sandra for a partner in doubles. Sandra would stand against the fence waiting for someone to be her partner but no one volunteered. One of the girls was forced by the tennis instructor to be Sandra’s partner.
On the way home from the tennis lessons, Sandra, her head bent down, pedaled her bike like a madwoman. As hard as Sandra pedaled, she was always the last to arrive back on Botfield Avenue. And she was always the butt of the other kids jokes.
“How can someone be so slow?” Martha Jane cried.
“She’s always slowing us down,” Betty complained.
“Why should we suffer?” Janice added.
“How come I’m always last?” Sandra, fighting back her tears, asked her brother.
“It’s your bike,” David explained. “It’s too slow. Next time we’ll switch.”
“But I like my bike,” Sandra argued. “It’s orange. It’s not my bike, it’s me! What’s wrong with me?””
“Nothing,” David responded then added, “Except…”
“Except what?” Sandra cried.
“You’re trying too hard to be liked,” David said.
“But if I don’t try,” Sandra pleaded, “the other girls won’t like me.”
The games of Monopoly went on for days, on the front steps of the Kipling’s house in the morning, back over to the Andersons in the afternoon. Fortunes were made and lost. Martha Jane always seemed to win. It was as if the dice were loaded. She always landed on Boardwalk and then Park Place, put up hotels and drove everyone into early bankruptcy. Sandra always seemed to be victimized by Martha Jane’s entrepreneurial schemes. If a hotel were put up on one of Martha Jane’s properties, Sandra would soon land on it.
“Martha Jane is cheating,” Sandra complained to her brother later in the evening.
“She isn’t cheating,” David responded. “How can you cheat in monopoly?”
Sandra took a deep breath, and then rattled off her conspiracy explanation.
“She talks with the others. They get together when you’re not around and make plans before the game starts. Why do you think they always trade Boardwalk to Martha Jane? They’re trying to get my money.”
“Don’t play then,” David suggested.
“If I don’t play, they’ll call me a weasel. They’re always trying to find ways to make fun of me. Oh, I wish I had a true friend. You could be my friend.”
“Can’t,” David replied.
“Why not?” Sandra asked.
“I’m your brother,” he said.
One day the neighbourhood girls, Martha Jane, Betty, Janice and Martha Jane’s brother, Jack, took Sandra down into the basement of the Anderson house and talked Sandra into taking off her clothes.
“They said we were going to play dress-up,” she later told David.
Then the kids ran off with her clothes leaving Sandra behind. As they lay on the lawn outside the Anderson house laughing, Sandra remained behind curled up in the Anderson basement, naked, shivering and weeping.
“I kept asking myself, how will I ever get out of here?” she later told David. “And then I thought, what will I say when Mrs. Anderson’s finds me? And the worse thought of all crossed my mind, what if Mr. Anderson finds me?”
Sandra waited downstairs for a long time. Mrs. Anderson found her curled up in a corner of the basement crying. The other children were punished.
“What’s wrong?” David asked Sandra the next day.
“No one will play with me. They called me a tattle-tale. Said it was my fault they got into trouble.”
“They’re jerks,” David said.
“Are not!” Sandra said.
David was puzzled.
“Why are you defending those knit-wits?”
“I never say things like that about your friends,” Sandra said.
David slapped his forehead.
Sandra retreated to her rocking chair. David complained about the squeak.
“I’ve got to do something,” Sandra said.
“You can’t stay in the house the rest of your life. Why don’t you go up and talk to the new girl?” David asked.
Sandra looked up at her brother.
“What new girl?” she asked.
“New people moved into the Cleaver’s house,” he said. “I saw a girl playing out front with her little brother.”
Sandra smiled then fell back into the rocking chair despairingly.
“She won’t like me,” Sandra muttered.
“Why not?” David said. “She’s just as goofy looking as you.”
Sandra smiled.
“She’s goofy looking?” Sandra asked.
David nodded.
Sandra jumped out of her rocking chair and gave her brother a hug.
“You’re the best brother a sister could have,” she said with a laugh.
“Don’t ever do that again,” David yelled as his sister headed out of the house.
Chapter Thirteen
Michael
It was still dark when the three children were shaken from their sleep and hustled downstairs to eat breakfast. The car was packed. Sandra and David moaned as they reluctantly stuffed their mouths with whatever their mother had set in front of them. Michael, who was younger than his cousins, ate silently. The children did not understand why Michael had been invited to go camping with them. He wasn’t any fun and they knew that they’d be stuck babysitting him.
Everything in the house was unplugged. The light over the front door was put on to ward off intruders although it occurred to David that no one in the neighbourhood ever put on their front door light unless they weren’t home. It was, to his mind, an advertisement to thieves.
As they traveled north on Airport Road, Mrs. Hallowell sat in the front seat with a map in her lap, humming a song under her breath. David’s father drove. Michael sat silently between them. Sandra and David lay in the back seat, their feet dangling out the windows, sleeping. The highways were empty for the first hour of daylight.
“Slow down, Gerry!” David’s mother urged, her teeth clenched, her foot pressed against the floor to brace herself for the inevitable accident that she was sure would wipe out the entire family. Although she was a nervous wreck after each of the trips they took by car, David’s mother would never sit in the back seat. She was convinced that without her constant attention, tragedy was a certainty.
Hours slipped by. Sandra and David passed the time counting out-of-province license plates, yellow cars, and mobile homes. Mrs. Hallowell pointed out different things, cows, horses, new homes to Michael. Michael was silent. The scenery rushed passed in one direction. In the distance it appeared to move in the opposite direction, making David feel somewhat nauseous.
Sandra read. When David picked up a book, his mother scolded him.
“Don’t read, David! You’ll get car-sick. Do you have your bag?”
David got car-sick on every trip and was always provided with a large brown paper bag in the back seat. Leaning against the window, he felt the vibrations of the car rattling through his brain. He stared out the window trying to imagine the landscape looking any different. It was difficult to believe that 200 years ago this had all been trees, beavers and Indians.
David turned to Sandra and whispered in her ear.
“What do you think the Indians used to wipe their ass?”
“Mom,” Sandra cried, “David’s being gross!”
David’s father cursed under his breath. “We should have left earlier.”
“If we had left any earlier,” his wife bit back, “we would have had to leave yesterday.”
“I don’t feel so good,” David moaned, his head spinning as he hung his head out the car window to catch some cool air.
“You just hold on dear,” Mrs. Hallowell said. “We’re almost there. Once we get everything set up you can lie down in the tent and mommy will make us some lunch.”
Mrs. Hallowell turned to Michael.
“Are you alright, dear?”
Michael nodded.
Sandra gazed out of the window pointing at different features of the landscape she’d never seen before. The existence of cattle, horses, and sheep were of great interest. Every so often their mother turned around and asked if David was okay.
“Have you got your bag?” his mother repeated once again.
“The boy said he had his bag,” his father barked.
“I didn’t hear him,” David’s mother explained, biting her lip. “I don’t know why you always have to be so irritable on these trips.”
“Let me do the driving. All that moving your legs and head…”
“You know I’m nervous in the car, Gerry.”
“Could you tell Sandra not to be so interested in everything,” David moaned.
Sandra was instructed to settle down.
“Why can’t you be more like your cousin? Michael is such an angel.”
When their mother turned back to the front seat, Sandra stuck her tongue out at her brother.
“I hope your brother, Tom, didn’t roll up the tent wet like he did last summer,” David’s father barked. The tent was periodically lent out to other members of the family for their trips.
“I thought you aired the tent out yesterday.”
“I forgot,” Mr. Hallowell muttered.
“Must I think of everything? God, you are so useless!” Mrs. Hallowell cried.
“Look at the horses!” Sandra squealed.
David grabbed for the bag.
“Better pull over, dad,” Sandra informed her father. “David’s done it again.”
When they finally reached the provincial park they found a long line of cars waiting in front of them. Their parents were anxious. You could never be sure that there would be enough open campsites.
“Look at this line,” Mr. Hallowell moaned.
“It gets longer each summer,” Mrs. Hallowell added.
A campsite was acquired and although it was not what the Hallowells had hoped for, they felt fortunate to get any sight. Once the tent had been set up, the campsite settled and lunch eaten, David and Sandra went for a walk down to the canteen to buy a chocolate bar. Michael stayed behind with their parents.
“I hate camping,” David said kicking a stone off the dirt road into the bush.
“We’ll get to go swimming tomorrow,” Sandra cried.
David looked at his sister. She had forgotten that he didn’t swim.
“Maybe we can roast some marshmallows tonight?” Sandra offered.
David stopped and looked at his sister.
“You really like being here, don’t you?”
Sandra smiled and nodded her head.
“Why are you always so happy?” David asked.
Sandra shrugged her shoulders.
“You’d rather be home?”
“Of course,” David replied. “I could be playing with my friends. Don’t you wish you were playing with your friends?”
“Not really. You’re more fun.”
David said nothing for a moment.
“You’re pathetic,” he muttered.
“I’ll race you to the canteen,” Sandra said.
“What for?” David asked. “You never win.”
Sandra smiled. “I don’t mind losing.”
After dinner had been prepared, eaten, cleaned up after, Mr. Hallowell made a large fire. Mrs. Hallowell brought out some marshmallows and David prepared some sticks to roast the marshmallows. Mrs. Hallowell insisted that everyone participated in a sing-a-long. Michael stayed close to her. Once the marshmallows were all eaten, everyone retired for the evening.
“It’s going to be a big day tomorrow,” Mrs. Hallowell said.
David shook his head. His mother was always promising a big day that never seemed to come. Sleeping bags were unrolled and everyone crawled inside. Morning came sooner than expected.
“We got ants, mom!” Sandra cried.
“They’re everywhere!” Mrs. Hallowell screamed as she fled the tent.
“We’ll have to move the tent,” David grumbled.
“We should have left earlier,” Mr. Hallowell added with a few well chosen swear words under his breath.
Michael stood by the car clutching a blanket.
Mr. Hallowell left to search for a new site. The children sat in the back seat of the car. Michael lay in Mrs. Hallowell’s arms in the front seat.
“Did he fall asleep?” Sandra complained.
“Quiet!” Mrs. Hallowell cried. “The poor dear is exhausted.”
They changed campsites. David didn’t mind. At least it was something to do. The next morning David and Sandra returned to their state of boredom. They started to tease their cousin.
“Cut that out!” Mrs. Hallowell cried.
But Sandra and David couldn’t help themselves. There was nothing else to do while camping. At every opportunity they teased their young cousin, even under the constant threat of a beating by their mother.
Later that afternoon, Sandra and David took Michael for a walk. They headed toward the camp canteen to buy some marshmallows for a roast that evening. Sandra insisted that Michael take her hand. He wouldn’t.
“You’re my responsibility!” Sandra insisted.
“You ain’t my mother,” Michael replied.
“You don’t have no mother,” David said, immediately regretting what he had said.
“Do so!” Michael cried.
David laughed.
“You were bought at a hardware store.”
“Was not!” Michael cried.
David nudged Sandra in the ribs and the two children ran off down the road. When they turned back to see Michael following them, the road was empty.
“It was Sandra’s fault,” David claimed when the two children reported Michael’s disappearance.
“Was not,” Sandra cried. “It was your idea to hide on him.”
“You two wait until later!” their mother swore as she and their father ran off down the road toward the canteen.
David and Sandra were frightened. They had never been in this kind of trouble before. They knew whose fault it was.
“It was Michael’s fault!” Sandra declared.
“Why didn’t he follow us?” David cried.
“You said that awful thing about his mother,” Sandra responded.
David was about to argue with his sister but stopped. They were in enough trouble.
“What if they don’t find Michael?” Sandra began to cry. “What if a bear ate him!”
“They’ll find him,” David replied. “And there ain’t no bears in this park. And they wouldn’t eat a little kid.”
“You think you know everything, David. But you don’t. What if they don’t find him?”
A massive search was conducted by the Park personnel. The search went on most of the afternoon. Mrs. Hallowell would not look at her children. The two children tried to stay out of sight. About dinner time Michael was found huddled in one of the stalls in the bathhouse. When Mr. Hallowell returned with the little boy, Mrs. Hallowell hugged Michael, weeping softly, and assuring him that she would never let him out of her sight again.
“Some day you children will pay for this!” Mrs. Hallowell cursed. “Some day God will punish you for what you’ve done today to this poor little angel.”
David and Sandra were banished to the tent. Their parents made a fire with Michael and roasted marshmallows. Sandra couldn’t stop crying.
“I hate you,” she said to David. “I told you to stop. I told you.”
David turned away from his sister and lay with his back to her staring at the pale green canvas of the tent wall. He began to grind his teeth.
“I hate him,” David muttered.
Chapter Fourteen
The Raccoon
“Think I should give it a name?” Terry asked David as the two boys sat in the ditch looking at the dead raccoon.
David looked at Terry feeling exhausted. It was too hot to think. Dogs lay across lawns panting, their tongues hanging like the pockets of trousers turned out. The shrill patter of cicadas cut through the soft air. The asphalt wept like sap out of the open sores of spruce trees. Sidewalks baked the souls of running shoes. The sky, heavy and sluggish, pressed down on the tops of trees. And there wasn’t an adult to be seen outdoors. It was one of those hot sticky days in August when even time was too uncomfortable to move.
David looked at the raccoon again, its mouth snarled, baring its teeth as if the scream of death were still inside. Terry found the dead raccoon, flattened like a platter except for its head on the street in front of his house. It had lain there three days before Terry rescued it. He wanted to wear the raccoon like a Daniel Boone hat but the smell was too great, hanging about the poor creature like an old friend at a grave sight.
David shrugged his shoulders and asked what Terry intended to do with it.
“I was gonna skin it but my mom won’t let me use any of her steak knives.”
The two boys sat quietly considering the problem.
“Maybe you could attach it to the aerial on your car,” David suggested.
“My dad would skin me alive if he caught me fooling around with his car,” Terry replied. “Remember the time I tried to fix the scratch on the side of his car with some house paint. I thought the colour was pretty close. But my dad blew his top. And then him and my mom started yelling at each other. My dad ended up sleeping on the couch for three days. And I got blamed for that too.”
David looked down at the raccoon as if the animal might come up with an idea.
“Let’s leave it outside Martha Jane’s bedroom,” Terry laughed.
Martha Jane was a girl mature beyond her years. Fond of wearing low cut blouses, she invited various boys over to her yard to play crochet. Bending over to strike her ball, she allowed the boys the opportunity to gape down the Grand Canyon of her marvelous bosom.
“What have you got against Martha Jane?” David asked.
“She’s always bragging about her old man being a cop. My dad told me he’s only a security guard. Never shot anyone. Doesn’t even have a gun.”
“No gun, eh?” David echoed. “You ever held a gun?”
Terry shook his head.
“My grandfather has a gun on his farm,” David explained. “It’s heavy.”
“Oh ya,” Terry responded wiping his brow with the back of his hand.
“She’s got nice tits,” Terry added.
“Who?”
“Martha Jane. I’d like to grab them.”
“You wouldn’t!” David gasped.
“Dare me!” Terry demanded.
“I ain’t going to dare you to do something you ain’t ever going to do.”
“I will!” Terry insisted.
As the two boys sat discussing the matter, Higgins and Danny came around the corner, Higgins walking on his hands along the edge of the ditch.
“Whatdya got there?” Danny asked looking at the raccoon.
“What’s it look like?” Terry swore.
“Did you kill it?” Higgins asked eagerly, as he rolled over onto the grass, his nose only inches from the raccoon.
Terry shook his head. Higgins looked disappointed.
“It looks like your old man’s hairpiece,” Danny said.
“Very funny,” Terry barked back. “My dad has a crew cut. He just looks bald.”
“Whatdya going to do with the coon?” Higgins asked.
“A present for my girlfriend,” Terry laughed.
Higgins laughed hysterically, than asked, “What girlfriend?”
“Martha Jane,” Danny responded. “Love crochet.”
David, Terry and Danny laughed. Higgins looked at them with a puzzled expression on his face.
“How come I never got to play crochet?” Higgins asked. “Is it like lacrosse?”
Danny turned on Higgins.
“Because you’re an idiot,” he explained.
“Whatdya gotta keep saying that for?” Higgins cried.
Terry explained to the two boys what he and David planned to do with the raccoon.
“That would be so neat?” Danny said.
Higgins was about to ask another question when he remembered why he and Danny were wandering the streets.
“We’re going swimming in the O’Grady’s pool tonight. The water is so cool. You want to come, Terry?”
Terry shook his head.
“My dad changed the locks on the house. I can’t get out.”
“What did he do that for?” Higgins asked.
Terry scratched his head.
“My mom said there’s been break-ins,” Terry explained.
“Oh ya. Whose house?” Higgins asked.
“I heard that old man Hook got a couple of extra dogs to protect his place,” Danny said. “You seen those dogs? Man eaters.”
“Ya, right,” Higgins responded skeptically.
“Don’t know whose house was broken into,” Terry said. “That’s just what my old man said.”
“Bet you it was old man Hill’s,” Higgins, who was now closely examining the raccoon, said.
“Hands off the merchandise,” Terry said.
“Shit. I wasn’t going to hurt it,” Higgins responded. “You sure it’s dead?”
Before David could be invited, he spoke up.
“I can’t swim.”
It was true that David couldn’t swim but that was not the reason he turned down the invitation. On Higgins and Danny’s last midnight swim, they had left turds floating in the Graham pool and the whole neighbourhood had been talking about it for days. David felt fortunate to survive his mother’s cross-examination.
“Ya,” Danny argued, “but you could stand guard for us. It’s so hot at night and the water in O’Grady’s pool is so cool. Not like the Graham’s pool. I don’t think they ever clean it out.”
“I told ya I can’t swim. Anyways, whatdya need me for?” David asked.
“O’Grady has a gun,” Danny explained. “We need someone to warn us if the old man comes out of the house.”
“I didn’t know that!” Higgins exclaimed and looked at Danny for an explanation.
Danny shrugged him off and looked at David for a response.
“Higgins won’t leave his business cards behind this time,” Danny promised.
“What business cards?” Terry asked.
“Turds!” David responded.
Terry broke out laughing.
“Hey, it wasn’t only me,” Higgins cried in his own defense.
David shook his head rummaging through his mind for another excuse.
“I can’t. My dad sleeps in the basement on hot nights. He’d hear me.”
It was true that Mr. Hallowell slept in the basement on hot nights but once asleep he slept like a rock. Only a minor explosion or Mrs. Hallowell’s scream could wake him up.
“Sure is hot!” Higgins said, wiping his brow. “Who killed the coon?”
“I found it on the street,” Terry explained. “It was squished by someone’s car.”
“Probably Mr. Hill’s car,” David said. “He’s always hitting things on his way home from the Islington House.”
“Sure is a nice raccoon,” Higgins said. “What would you trade for it?”
“Ain’t for sale,” Terry responded.
Unable to persuade either boy to join them, Higgins and Danny headed over to Marcus’s house.
Terry and David sat in the ditch looking at the raccoon. Terry smelled his hands and rubbed them on his pants.
“You want to sleep in my backyard tonight?” Terry asked.
“I thought your mom was worried about break-ins?” David asked.
“I just said that,” Terry replied, took off the cap he was wearing and fanned himself. “We could take my transistor out and listen to the baseball game.”
“Ya,” David nodded. “That might be okay. I just don’t want to stand guard while those guys go swimming. It’s boring.”
Terry nodded in agreement.
“You think these are the same raccoons that were here with the Indians?” David asked.
Terry shrugged his shoulders.
“What is it with you and the Indians?” Terry asked.
“Marcus showed me some arrowheads he found on the golf course,” David explained.
David looked at Terry.
“You think the Indians played golf?”
Both boys laughed, falling back on the grass and looking up into the sky. They were quiet for some time. An airplane flew overhead. Terry identified it as a Super Constellation, the new plane his father had begun to fly.
“You think the universe is blue like the ocean?” David asked.
“I dunno,” Terry replied then added. “You think that maybe there are things that swim through space? Like whales.”
“Wouldn’t that be neat?” David sighed.
The two boys lay back on the grass silently marveling at the notion of giant fish swimming between the stars. In the distance they could hear the roll of traffic rumbling down Highway 27, sounding like the ocean pounding against the beach. The two boys sat up and looked at the dead raccoon.
“I still think it needs a name,” Terry decided.
David shook his head.
“Wild things ain’t like pets. They don’t get names. My grandfather has a lot of animals on his farm and they only name the animals they don’t plan on eating. Once you name something it becomes family.”
David told Terry about the time he got between a hog and it’s meal, a bucket of boiled potatoes.
“It was like a rhinoceros coming at me,” David exclaimed.
“How’d you get away?”
“Climbed a fence. I thought he was going to come up after me. Meanest pig I ever saw.”
“And he didn’t have a name?”
“Nope!”
Terry thought about that for a moment.
“And you ate him?”
“I never ate him,” David responded. “But my uncle cut the head off a chicken we ate for dinner one night. It ran off into the corn field and we had to chase it.”
“It ran off without its head,” Terry said shaking his head
“I guess he forgot it,” David responded.
The two boys laughed.
“It just don’t seem right that we got our own raccoon and he doesn’t have a name,” Terry said after awhile.
“I heard that in China there aren’t any birds left,” David added. “They ate them all. And they eat cats too. And sometimes dogs.”
“You think they eat kids?” Terry asked.
David shook his head.
“They eat most everything else though and I’ll bet they don’t name them.”
Terry thought about that for a few moments then climbed to his feet.
“Your turn to drag it,” he said, pointing to the raccoon.
David shook his head. “I ain’t touching that thing. It stinks!”
Terry shrugged his shoulders.
“It ain’t so bad once you get used to it.”
A string of ants crossed the street, ants so large that they cast shadows in the afternoon sun. Terry ran over and stomped on them.
“They were a war party,” he explained. “I probably just saved a whole village of smaller ants.” Terry was fascinated by ants and their colonies. He said it made him feel like God watching them.
“They really eat dogs in China?” Terry asked, thinking about his own dog, Chico.
“That’s what I read,” David replied.
Terry shook his head.
David stared at the raccoon. It seemed to stare back at him, its eyes filled with a strange melancholy. David took his cap off and swished away the flies. They returned to the raccoon like planes to an aircraft carrier.
“Martha Jane will have a conniption when she sees it,” Terry laughed.
“What if her mother finds it first?” David asked.
Terry wiped the sweat from his brow.
“Probably have a heart attack.”
“What do they feel like?” David asked.
“What?”
“Boobs,” David responded.
“Pillows,” Terry replied.
David looked at Terry.
“You don’t know, do you?”
Terry shook his head.
“But that’s what I read in a book,” he explained. “soft and comfortable like a pillow.”
“Feathered pillows or sponge pillows?”
“Feathered pillows, of course,” Terry said. “Let’s just take this thing over to Martha Jane’s and then go to my place after and get a drink. My mom bought some cokes.”
David nodded, screwing up his courage as he grabbed for the raccoon’s tail. It came off. He dropped the tail.
Terry looked despondently at the tailless raccoon.
“I should have traded it to Higgins,” he said.
Chapter Fifteen
Tunnels
“We’re running out of space,” Terry declared and all agreed. The clay in the backyards along Botfield was useless for growing vegetables, flowers, or grass, but ideal for building tunnels. Terry , Brian, Marcus, and David began their tunnel building in the Cunningham lot, which ran behind David’s house. Brian Cunningham’s parents were seldom in the backyard and seemed little concerned with what went on there and because the yards were so deep, it was easy for things to go unnoticed. The tunnels became the focal point for all kinds of games that included pirates, cowboys and Indians, and space rangers. Soon all kinds of things were moved into the tunnels: shovels, rope, a dead squirrel that had been flattened by Mr. Hill’s car, cardboard to sit on, flashlights, candles, a transistor radio and matches. Terry wanted to move in the MacDougall’s old television but Brian pointed out that they would have to run an extension cord from someone’s house and it certainly couldn’t be his, and David pointed out that they had no aerial and that rabbit ears might not work underground, and Terry remembered that the horizontal picture wouldn’t stop rolling, which was why they got a new television in the first place.
“Where can we expand?” David asked.
All the boys turned, their heads bent low under the ceiling of the tunnel, and looked at David.
“Sure,” David responded with a smile. “I’ll go ask my mom.”
“You can’t ask your mom,” Terry replied. “What’s the good of building our hideaway if our parents know where it is?”
“But she can see us from the kitchen window,” David exclaimed. “I’m sure that she knows already.”
“You’d be surprised what they don’t see,” Terry answered.
And so the boys began to dig a hole in the Hallowell backyard. This time it was decided that they would need more headroom. There had been far too many cave-ins on the Cunningham phase. With the extra size would come the need for more wood. Each evening the boys went out on scavenging trips, taking what planks they could find in the various construction sights in the area. Once the hole was dug, the walls were reinforced with two by fours. Long 3 by 8 planks had been expropriated from the O’Reilly backyard and were used as supports for the ceiling. Across the planks, plywood borrowed from Mr. Hills garage were laid and covered with clay. The roof of the cavern was then sodded with roles of grass the boys discovered on the sight of the new Catholic high school. The existence of the hole was barely noticeable. The boys then dug a new tunnel under the fence from the Cunningham yard to join the two hideaways. It was Terry’s idea to salvage fragments of carpeting thrown in the garbage behind Kingsway Tile and Carpeting.
“It’s like a palace,” Marcus said looking around the now fully furnished hole. The other boys nodded in agreement.
Brian took out a pipe from a bag he had dragged into the cavern. He filled it with the remnants of cigarette butts he had collected in his father’s ashtray. He lit the pipe and handed it around.
“This officially opens our new home,” Terry exclaimed.
All the boys took a puff.
“I feel dizzy,” David responded.
Mr. Reaper, David’s other neighbour and an avid gardener, was especially proud of his roses. His whole yard was a garden and so manicured and groomed that neighbours would invite themselves over for tea just to sit in the midst of its splendor. But in one corner of the yard, next to David’s yard and the underground hideaway, his roses began to die. Mr. Reaper was concerned. His wife was not. She hated flowers.
“Reminds me of funerals and I’ve seen enough death in my day,” Mrs. Reaper often repeated.
The boys brought more supplies down through the tunnels into the great cavern. Cigarette butts, potato chips, pop, magazines of bare-naked ladies. In order to enter the huge cavern the boys had to crawl through long curving tunnels, which meant that no adults could enter and no girls wanted to. Once inside the cavern the boys could sit up, almost walk around if they crouched. Sometimes the boys sat in the darkness and shared cigarette butts. Other times, with the use of candles, the boys would look at the pictures of the naked ladies and compare their growing manhood.
One day the four boys got into a fit of laughter.
“Who cut the cheese?” Marcus cried.
“Wasn’t me,” Brian howled.
“What’s that?” Terry whispered. He had heard someone prowling about outside of the cavern.
“Quiet!” Marcus insisted.
The boys fell into silence. Through the roof of their hiding place they could hear Mr. Reaper’s voice telling his wife that he heard the grass next door laughing. The boys could hardly restrain themselves.
“Laughing grass!” Mrs. Reaper cried. “You’ve gone too far this time, Lou. I’ve heard enough. Tomorrow I’m calling Jack Dowdall to pave the whole damn backyard!”
Sometimes Terry’s dog Chico would follow the boys into the tunnel, but that ended when Chico left a pile of dog shit in the corner.
“It stinks in here!” Marcus cried.
“I got shit on my hands!” David roared.
“It wasn’t me!” Brian cried out.
“Jesus, Terry!” David cried. “It’s Chico!”
The boys dragged some tree branches across the entrance to the tunnels so that Chico couldn’t follow them into the cavern. Chico stayed outside, howling mournfully.
“Terry!” Brian insisted, “you gotta do something about that dog!”
“Somebody is going to investigate,” Marcus added.
“We gotta let Chico in then,” Terry said.
“No way!” Marcus cried. “I ain’t crawling around in here with dog shit all over the place. It’s unsanitary.”
“Take him home,” Brian insisted.
“What if I promise to clean up any mess Chico makes,” Terry suggested.
“On your mother’s grave,” Marcus added.
Terry agreed, but when Chico left another turd in the tunnels, Terry reneged on his promise.
The boys never went into the tunnels after dark. Even though it was pitch black in the cavern during the day, being under the earth at night was too eerie.
“There could be someone out there waiting for us,” Terry added.
“Could be an axe murderer,” David muttered.
“Could be my old man,” Brian said.
One day Mrs. Cunningham strolled into the backyard to see what the boys had been up to and crashed through one of the tunnels, breaking her leg. Brian was forced to fill in the tunnel entrance. Luckily the boys had the foresight to build a secondary entrance from behind one of the hedges that separated the Cunningham’s yard from the Fosters. The Fosters were an old couple who lived with their eldest son, Raymond.
“You never see the old lady outside,” Brian declared. “She must have some kind of disease like the plague. They don’t even cut their own lawn. Gotta hire Higgins’ older brother to do it. You seen their car? It just sits in the garage. No one ever drives it. My old man says it’s a sin.”
“You ever seen their son, Raymond?” Brian asked. “He’s older than my old man.”
“They sure smell bad, I can tell you that,” David offered. David delivered the daily newspaper, The Telegram, to the Foster household. When David made his monthly collection, the smell of medicine and stale air made him feel nauseous.
Brian nodded.
“It’s the smell of death. You ought to be careful. You breath too much of that stuff in and you’re a goner. My old man thinks that Mr. Foster could drop dead any day.”
There were other peculiarities about the old couple. Every other month Mr. Foster phoned The Telegram to cancel his subscription then phoned the following week to complain that he hadn’t received his newspaper. Weeds grew wild on their lawn. Often times Mr. Reaper had complained about the outbreak of dandelions in the Foster yard. Vines grew wild over the side of their house, one crawling up their roof and down the chimney.
“That’s what the dead do,” Brian declared. “They try and screw around with your head. My mother used to talk to my grandmother and she’d been dead for years.”
“My grandfather,” Marcus added, “doesn’t come out much when people are around on account of he can’t control his bowels. His bedroom is so filled with farts that you have to use a flashlight to find your way in.”
David agreed that he had only seen Marcus’s grandfather one time and he’d forgotten to do up his zipper.
“Your mom nuts?” Terry asked Brian.
Brian shook his head.
“But she gets headaches, real back headaches,” Brian explained. “I hear my old man complaining about them all the time.”
“You should see my grandfather eat,” Marcus said. “He can’t keep everything in his mouth. And when he talks about the old days in Ireland, he drools and laughs funny like he’s going to fall completely apart, right in front of you. And he’s always talking about the Orangemen.”
“I didn’t know that there were people with orange skin,” Brian said.
“My grandfather has a farm,” David said.
The boys turned and looked at David with puzzled expressions on their faces.
“He’s a good guy,” David explained.
One day when David dropped the newspaper off at the Foster’s door, Mr. Foster asked David what he and his friends were digging in the back of his yard. The boys had been digging the second entrance to the cavern.
“Nothing!” David cried.
“Maybe I should have a look?’ Mr. Foster said.
David was in a state of panic. If Mr. Foster fell through one of the tunnels it would be his grave.
“We just buried Brian’s goldfish,” David smiled.
Mr. Foster nodded his head understandingly as he turned away, than looked back at David again.
“Whose Brian?” he asked.
Sitting in the dark of the cavern one afternoon staring into a candle the boys found themselves in the most dangerous state boys can be in. They were bored.
“Don’t we have any more cigarette butts?” Marcus asked.
The boys shook their heads. David was relieved. He hated smoking. It was too much like getting car sick.
“I think that old lady Foster is dead,” Brian said. “She hasn’t been seen for a long time. My mom says that Raymond might have done her in. I think that old man Foster is keeping it a secret.”
“Why would he do that?” David asked.
“My mom says that Raymond is strange,” Brian responded. “He’s never had a job and he’s almost 40 years old.”
“I mean,” David explained, “why would Mr. Foster keep his wife’s death a secret?”
“Maybe he doesn’t want to pay for the funeral,” Marcus suggested. “When my grandmother died they buried her in a cardboard box even though my uncle is filthy rich. He said the dead were a bad investment. Or maybe Raymond killed her by accident. I’ve heard of that before.”
Brian agreed.
“Happens all the time.”
“I ain’t going in there,” David said.
All the boys turned and looked at David.
“Who said anything about going into the house?” Terry said.
“I know how Marcus thinks,” David responded.
The boys turned to Marcus.
“We should find out if the old lady is dead,” Marcus said. “It’s our duty.”
After a great deal of discussion, it was decided that the boys would sneak into the Foster house through one of the basement windows. Brian said he couldn’t go into the house on account of his asthma. None of the boys understood why asthma should rule Brian out of going into the Foster home, but the originality of his argument caught them off guard and so he was excluded. Brian became a lookout. Terry and Marcus would enter the house and David would wait at the window to keep it open so that there could be a quick getaway.
That afternoon the boys snuck over to the Foster house. Brian waited by a bush near the corner of the house to warn the boys of any intruders. They checked all the windows and found one that was unlocked. Marcus pushed open the window that swung up toward the ceiling, and slipped into the darkness. The boys heard a crash from the basement and were ready to run off.
“Lot of junk down here,” Marcus cried from the darkness. “Wait a minute and I’ll move a box under the window.”
Terry turned and stuffed his legs into the opening then stopped.
“I’m stuck,” he said looking up at David.
Marcus tugged on Terry’s legs but it soon became clear that the boys had hit a roadblock. Terry would not be entering the Foster house. With David pulling his arms and Marcus pushing from behind they managed to push Terry back out.
“That was close,” Terry sighed.
He looked at David. They both knew what had to be done. David cursed his misfortune but a few minutes later he slid through the entrance into the basement. After a few moments his eyes adjusted to the darkness.
“Look at all this junk,” David cried. The basement was filled with piles of old furniture, boxes, pictures, toys.
Marcus put his finger over his lips exulting David to keep his silence. As far as David was concerned the mission had been accomplished. They should leave.
“We gotta go upstairs,” Marcus whispered. “I ain’t heard nothing upstairs. Maybe no one is home.”
Before David could express his opinion, Marcus had moved across the room and was moving up the back stairs. Reluctantly David followed. Marcus crawled up the stairs on all fours. David couldn’t see any point in crawling, and walked up behind him. When the two boys reached the top of the stairs, David refused to go any further. He grabbed Marcus’s sleeve and implored him to leave. Marcus would have none of it. He crawled on. A few minutes passed though it seemed like hours to David, before Marcus returned. He ran passed David down the stairs and across the basement and out the window before David had a chance to react. Quickly David followed behind.
A few minutes later all four boys were back in the cavern. Brian lit a candle. Marcus remained silent for some time. David filled the other two boys in on what he knew.
“Come on, Marcus,” Brian implored. “What happened?”
Marcus looked at the other boys. His expression was blank. His skin was pale or as pale as could be made out under candlelight.
“Could you hurry?” Terry implored Marcus. “I gotta go home for lunch soon.”
Marcus began to talk.
“It smelled awful in the house.”
David nodded in agreement though he said nothing.
Marcus continued.
“I crawled along the hallway. The carpeting is real thick so I wasn’t making a sound. The place was awful dark for the middle of the day. All the curtains were drawn. Old people don’t like sunlight, I guess. I looked in the dining room. It didn’t look like it had ever been used. Everything was shiny. Then I crawled towards the living room. I was going to check out the kitchen but I figured no one would hide a body in there. At first I didn’t think there was anyone in the living room but when I stuck my head around the corner I saw a bed.”
“A bed?” Brian exclaimed. The boys had never heard of anyone putting a bed in the living room.
“It wasn’t a normal bed,” Marcus said, “but one of the metal beds like they’ve got in the hospital. There was a body in it.”
A hush fell over the three other boys.
“At first,” Marcus continued, “I thought the bed was empty. The body barely made a dent in the covers. But as I got a better look, I climbed to my knees, I could see that it was an old woman. I thought she was dead. But looking closer I could see the bed sheets rising and falling ever so lightly.”
“Holy shit!” Brian gasped.
“Where was Mr. Foster?” Terry asked.
“I was getting to that,” Marcus said glaring at Terry. “Mr. Foster was sitting in a chair on the other side of the bed. He was holding prayer beads in his hand and mumbling under his breath. Every so often he would sniffle. I saw a hand reach from under the sheets, just bones wrapped in skin, and touch his hand. It sent goose bumps up my arms. Then Mr. Foster turned and looked at me.”
Terry gasped and sat up so quickly that he hit his head on the ceiling of the cavern.
“What’dya have to do that for?” Brian screamed. “You could have brought the whole place down on us.”
“What’dya do after that?” David asked.
“For a moment, nothing,” Marcus said, swallowing each word. “There were tears in Mr. Foster’s eyes. It gave me the weirdest feeling in the pit of my stomach, like I had seen something that I wasn’t supposed to see. That’s when I turned and ran.”
“Jesus Murphy!” Brian whistled.
For several minutes no one said a word.
“This place is starting to give me the creeps,” Terry said looking around the cavern. “I’m going to go home for lunch now.”
The boys did not spent much time in the cavern after the break-in at the Foster house. One evening there was a terrible storm. For half an hour lightning lit up the sky, closely followed by great claps of thunder. Mrs. Hallowell ran around the house pulling out plugs for the lights, radios, and television, and closing all the windows. When she saw Sandra and David near the living room window looking at the storm with awe, she pulled them back to the couch where all three huddled.
“Why isn’t your father home when we need him?” Mrs. Hallowell cried, her teeth clenched, hugging her children tightly. Mr. Hallowell was working at the local grocery store that evening but David decided not to refresh his mother’s memory.
Wind began to torture the trees, the tops bending over at right angles to the ground. And then the rain began to fall. Soon the ditches were filled with water, spilling out onto the street rushing into the sewers in huge eddies. It rained all night.
The next morning the skies were clear once again. Terry and David went out to investigate the damage. The back of the Cunningham’s yard was a mess. It looked like a battle scene from World War One, the trenches now turned into mud. The boys managed to hide the plywood, that floated like rafts on the water, in Terry’s garage.
“My old man ain’t going to like this,” Brian declared.
“Maybe we could fill it in before he notices,” Terry suggested.
The boys filled in the tunnels in the Cunningham backyard but there was no hiding the small lake that had appeared in David’s backyard. Geese had landed but were chased away by Chico, Terry’s dog. When David’s mother investigated she found pictures of naked women, floating around the pond like victims of a flood.
“What have you boys been up to?” she asked her son.
“Nothing,” David responded. “The septic tank must have collapsed.”
Mrs. Hallowell looked at the boys skeptically but said nothing. When she returned to the house, Terry turned to David.
“What’s a septic tank?” he asked.
Chapter Sixteen
The Hydro Field
Across the hydro field butterflies, rags of yellow, white, orange, were tossed by the breeze from milkwood to milkwood. Dogs ran free, tearing through the long grass after unseen prey sometimes leaping into the air out of sheer joy. Birds, garter snakes, toads, and clouds of grasshoppers made their home in the grass. Sometimes a fox or skunk would wander out of Echo Valley and down the fields. At night families of raccoons waddled leisurely across the open spaces. On hot summer afternoons cicadas would sing their electric songs as the wind danced up and down the field, the long grass like a ballroom gown swaying back and forth, swirling round and round.
Early one morning a caravan of fourteen wheelers moved through the side streets of Prennan, Mervyn and Tyre Avenues toward the hydro fields. On their backs they carried huge cement pipes to be sunk under the ground like hidden rivers as part of a new drainage system for the subdivision. The pipes were scattered across the hydro field like the bones of a great and horrifying monster. Kids from miles away gathered to run through the pipes, to climb them, to laugh and marvel at their existence, at the existence of bigness.
Marcus created a game based on a television program. The pipes became portals into different time periods.
“What’s a portal?” Terry asked.
“A doorway,” Marcus explained. “We can be in Sherwood Forest one minute then move into the jungles of Africa the next. There’s no end to the adventures we can have.”
The boys tried the game for a time until Terry refused to play any longer.
“It’s too confusing,” he said. “One minute I’m fighting aliens with a ray gun and the next I’ve got a sword in my hand fighting dragons. It doesn’t make sense.”
The other boys agreed. Marcus stomped off home.
“He’ll be back,” Higgins said. “What’s he going to do at home?”
The boys used the pipes for various forms of tag. This lasted a couple of days until the games of tag evolved into games of war with various factions. Marcus led the Catholics and Terry was forced into the leadership of the Protestants.
“I don’t want to be an Orangman anymore,” Terry said. “It’s just me and Brian against all of you. And I don’t want to be saying those things about the Pope. I ain’t got anything against the Pope.”
“He’s the leader of the Catholics and the mortal enemy of all Protestants,” Marcus said. “You’ve got to curse the Pope. It’s the way things are done.”
“Well, I ain’t saying nothing about the Pope.” Terry stood crossing his arms across his chest.
“You gotta!” Marcus insisted.
“If my mom finds out that I called the Pope, the devils whore, she’ll smack me. It ain’t worth the chance.”
The boys tired of their games but still they came to see the pipes. One day they discovered a turtle.
“I thought it was a rock at first,” Marcus explained, leaning against one of the tall metal hydro towers.
“It’s a turtle,” David said.
“I guessed that,” Marcus responded looking at David disdainfully, his eyes squinting in the sun.
The three boys looked down at the turtle. It hadn’t moved in some time. About the size of a dinner plate, the turtle’s shell was a bland gray and brown.
“Where’d it come from?” Terry asked.
“They’ve been digging up the field for those sewer pipes,” David said.
“You think it was living underground?” Terry laughed.
David turned on Terry.
“I never said it was living underground!”
Marcus shook his head.
“Well. It’s here now,” he said.
Terry stuck his hands in his pockets and spit on the turtle’s shell.
“Whatdya want to do with it?”
David looked at Marcus who shrugged his shoulders.
“Ya wonna kill it?” Terry asked eagerly.
“Why do ya have to kill everything?” David cried shaking his head. He knew that his vote would have no effect on the outcome of the matter. Everything depended on Marcus.
Marcus gave it some thought then straightened up. He had made his decision.
“We oughta take it down to the creek in Echo Valley. We leave it here and the dogs will get it for sure.”
Marcus took off his shirt and wrapped the turtle in it so that they could carry it. Terry asked for seconds on carrying the turtle, feeling he deserved it since they had decided not to kill it. On the way up the hydro field the boys passed the huge pipes now being lowered into a long trench by huge cranes operated by shirtless and sweating labourers. They were laughing.
“What are they saying?” Terry asked.
“I think they want to know what we got wrapped up in the shirt,” David responded.
Marcus turned to the workers.
“It’s the head of my father,” he shouted.
The boys moved on. Up ahead they spotted Greg Tower and Bower.
“Shit!” David cried. “They’re going to take the turtle off us.”
“What are you perverts up to?” Greg asked when the boys reached the two teenagers.
“Nothing!” Terry responded.
Greg laughed. He took a cigarette from behind his ear and fishing a match off Bower light it up.
“You guys think you’re pretty tough, eh?” Greg said smoke slipping through his teeth.
Bower laughed.
“What you got there, faggot?” Bower asked gesturing to the turtle wrapped in Marcus’s shirt.
“Nothing,” Marcus said.
“Well, let’s see it,” Greg said reaching toward Marcus.
Marcus moved back.
“Go fuck yourself!” Marcus said.
“What are you talking like that for?” Bower asked moving his large frame toward Marcus.
“My mom plays bridge with your mom,” Terry said.
Greg turned to Terry.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Greg cried turning his attention from the turtle to Terry. He grabbed Terry by the shirt.
“Fuck off,” Terry said. “Or I’ll tell my mom.”
Greg laughed.
“Mommy’s boy,” Greg said turning to Bower.
Bower laughed.
“And I’ll tell my dad,” Terry added.
Greg looked at Terry for a minute then released him.
“Fuck these little perverts,” Greg said and moved off. “Let’s go over to Plantation Bowl. There’s some chicks there.”
“Ya,” Bower said.
The two teenagers moved off.
“Jesus!” David said when the teenagers had moved out of hearing range. “You really told Greg to fuck off.”
Terry gasped.
“I did, didn’t I? Shit, I must have been out of my mind.”
The three boys laughed and moved on. When they reached the creek, Marcus unwrapped his shirt and lowered the turtle into the tall grass near the creek. The turtle slid into the shallow water and once again remained still.
“Maybe it’s already dead!” Terry suggested.
“He’s alive,” Marcus declared. “Just scared.”
“What’s he scared of us for?” Terry asked. “Didn’t we just save him?”
“He don’t know that,” David responded.
“I think he could be a little more grateful, that’s all,” Terry added.
As the three boys stood over the turtle waiting for it to move, they heard a terrible cry from upstream. A moment later Danny Cameron followed closely by little Jimmy Higgins came rushing out of the bush. They were both in shorts, shirtless with their faces painted red. Each had a spear made from a tree branch with a dozen or so frogs impaled.
“What’s up?” Marcus asked.
Danny smiled proudly, showing the boys his spear of squirming frogs.
“Been hunting!” Danny boasted, shoving his spear in front of the boys for their approval.
David turned away. He thought he was going to be sick.
“That’s great!” Marcus said mockingly.
“We must have killed hundreds of them,” Higgins laughed.
“I didn’t know you could count that high,” Marcus added.
Danny looked at Higgins. He didn’t understand what Marcus meant.
“Where’d you find them?” Terry asked, anxious to get in on the fun.
“Come on,” Danny said as he turned and rushed off, followed by Higgins and Terry.
Marcus looked at David.
“Come on,” he said despairingly.
The boys followed the two hunters up stream to a small pond. All along its shores were the bodies of frogs, most of them dead though some were still alive, their little chests heaving, their limbs mangled or missing.
“Ain’t it great!” Danny laughed.
“I couldn’t believe our luck when we found them,” Higgins marveled.
Terry was about to mention the turtle that the three boys had saved and placed in the creek when Marcus kicked him in the leg.
“Whatcha do that for?” he limped around.
Higgins knelt down and picked up one of the maimed frogs and threw it at David. David brushed the body off his shirt, rushed behind a bush and started to vomit.
“What’s wrong with him?” Terry asked still rubbing his leg.
“He’s a suck!” Higgins spat out the words as he laughed.
Late one evening Terry and David took Chico for a walk in the hydro field. Chico raced through the pipes scattered across the field, then took a turn around the great pieces of equipment left from the days work. Terry and David had been busying themselves trying to catch the grasshoppers that somersaulted back and forth through the tall grass. When they looked up Chico had disappeared. Terry looked up the field and down. He ran over to one of the holes that had been fenced off, calling out Chico’s name.
From behind one of the pieces of machinery stepped Bower and Greg, Greg was holding Chico in his arms and stroking him. Chico was licking Greg’s face.
David and Terry stood frozen in their tracks.
“Give me my dog,” Terry insisted.
Bower laughed.
“Your dog,” he said. “Finders losers…”
“He’s my dog!” Terry’s voice began to break.
Greg and Bower walked up to David and Terry. Chico continued to lick Greg’s face but when he spotted Terry he began to squirm in Greg’s arms.
“Let him go!” Terry said.
“It’s like this, kid,” Greg said. “We need money for cigarettes. And we’ve got the dog.”
Chico began to whine and squirm. Greg held onto him even tighter.
David looked at Terry and then at the two older boys. He knew they should run home and report the incident to their parents but if they left they might not see Chico again.
Terry dug into his pants and handed some change to Bower.
“It ain’t enough,” Bower said after counting the change. They looked at David. David turned the pockets of his pants inside out. He had no money.
“Ah hell,” Greg said tossing Chico to the ground.
Terry knelt down and comforted Chico making sure to put his leash on. The two older boys laughed and leisurely wandered away. David and Terry with Chico running beside them, raced home.
David turned to Terry.
“What do you think they would have done if we didn’t have any money?”
After the pipes were buried in the deep trenches of the hydro field and covered with dirt, after the cranes and the workmen had left, kids still returned to the sight, telling others, who accompanied them, tales of what had occurred during those days when the pipes were laying about, or recounting to those who had been absent, their impressions upon first seeing the size of the pipes. And with each telling the pipes grew in size. For a time the boys ran up and down the field over the graves of the buried pipes, mimicking the games they had played when the pipes had been above ground.
Little Jimmy Higgins returned each evening, but for other reasons.
“I lost my dog,” he explained, putting his ear to the ground. “Last time I was here I thought I heard him whining.”
Chapter Seventeen
The Crush
Judy, Marcus’s younger sister by a year, sometimes sat watching television with them in the O’Reilly basement. David didn’t know if she was pretty but she had an unsettling affect on him. Anytime she was around David felt butterflies in his stomach, and his mouth going dry, and a certain weakness in his knees. As much as Judy’s presence made David feel uncomfortable, he missed her when she wasn’t there. Sometimes when Marcus wasn’t looking she would rub her leg against David’s. When she was doing this, David would pretend that her attentions were having no effect on him while at the same time praying that they would never end. David did not know what to make of all of this. He couldn’t talk to Marcus about his sister and certainly couldn’t talk to his own sister. In truth, he didn’t know what to do. But in his heart he knew that sooner or later something would happen. And he was afraid of what that might be.
David loved to listen to Judy laugh at his jokes, loved to watch her shake the long black hair that ran over her shoulders. He wondered what it would be like if they could be alone. Maybe they would talk, just between themselves and not in the crowd that always existed at the O’Reilly household. Maybe they could be friends. But David didn’t like to think about maybes. It made him feel queasy.
On afternoons when the boys were playing horseshoes, Judy would watch, cheering David on. Marcus would tell his sister to shut up but when his back was turned she would smile at David, running her tongue along her braces.
“You shouldn’t talk to your sister like that,” David said when the two boys had taken off for Apache Burger. Marcus had a yen for a strawberry milkshake. Marcus was always hungry.
“Why not, she’s my sister,” Marcus said shrugging David’s remark off as inconsequential.
On one occasion Terry was playing horseshoes with the two boys. He pointed out to Marcus the attention that his sister was paying to David. Marcus complained to Mrs. O’Reilly that Judy was bothering them. Judy stomped off, banging the back door as she entered the house.
David was no longer in the mood to play horseshoes.
“He’s got a crush on your sister.” Terry pointed at David.
“Do not!” David protested.
Terry laughed and taunted David. David turned and flew at Terry knocking him to the ground, and kneeling on his arms.
“Take it back,” he cried, raising his fist above Terry’s face.
“Okay,” Terry cried. “Just get off me! My mother’ll kill me if I get this shirt dirty.”
On hot days the O’Reilly kids would wade in the huge outdoor pool that Mr. Marcus had constructed in the backyard. One day as Marcus and David sat watching television, Judy came down the stairs soaking wet with a towel wrapped around her. She retreated to the back of the basement in a location where only David could see her, and changed. Did she know that David could see her? David tried not to look but he couldn’t keep his eyes off her long and slender boy like body as she slipped out of her bathing suit. Her nakedness tied David’s stomach in a knot and made him feel sick.
“Let’s go to Apache Burger,” Marcus suggested. “I’m hungry.”
Another day watching the Loretta Young Show in the Marcus basement, Judy sat with her leg slung over the arm of a chair. Marcus had gone to the corner to buy his mother some ginger ale. David was delighted to finally be alone with Judy but he didn’t know what to say.
“She’s beautiful, don’t you think?” Judy said referring to Loretta Young.
“Ya,” David replied. “I guess.”
“I wish I was that beautiful,” Judy sighed.
David’s mouth went dry. He wanted to tell Judy that she was beautiful, that she was much more beautiful than Loretta Young but the words wouldn’t come out. Upstairs Mrs. O’Reilly dragged herself across the kitchen floor and called down to Judy. Judy’s face was wrenched into an ugly glare.
“Why did she have to get pregnant! Don’t I have enough to do?”
Judy stomped up the stairs.
One morning David sat in the living room waiting for Marcus to come out of his room. Marcus stumbled from the kitchen, a bowl of corn flakes in his hand, and still in his pajamas. Mrs. O’Reilly called him from the basement where she was doing a load of laundry.
“Jesus!” he cried. Marcus put the bowl of cereal on the floor, slid it under the couch, and stomped out of the room.
David sat alone in the room for several minutes. Except for the roar of the washing machine in the basement, he couldn’t remember the house being so quiet. When Marcus returned he turned on the television and fell onto the couch, forgetting all about the cereal.
“Go wake up, Judy,” Marcus commanded. “My mother needs her.”
“Send one of the kids,” David muttered. David resented Marcus’s tone.
Marcus smiled.
“They ain’t around. She’s upstairs sleeping. Sneak in and tickle her feet. She hates that.”
Reluctantly David climbed the stairs to the bedrooms. He felt like a thief moving down the hallway. Never having been upstairs before he was not sure which room was Judy’s. He checked one room after room but each was empty. What if he walked into her room and she was naked? What would he do? Ever since that day he’d seen her remove her bathing suit, David couldn’t get Judy out of his mind. I should go back downstairs, he said to himself. This is all wrong. He entered the last bedroom.
Judy was lying in bed. A naked leg hung out from under a bed sheet, dangling over the side of the bed. David’s mouth turned dry.
“I should get out of here,” he muttered to himself but his legs would not move.
Judy began to wake up. David took a step toward her. She rubbed her eyes, sat up in bed, looked at David, and screamed. David ran. He ran out of the bedroom, down the hall, down the stairs, out the front door, up the street, up his driveway, into the backyard, and hid behind the hedge at the back of the lot. And waited.
“What have I done?” he kept repeating over and over, tears running down his face. “I shouldn’t have been there. I shouldn’t have looked. I’m going to hell! I’m going to prison! God, let me disappear!”
David waited and prayed.
“Oh, God, I’ll never go near a girl again! I promise! I promise I’ll never do nothing again.”
Hours passed. As the sun began to set and the shadows stretched out along the lawn before retiring, David slipped into his house and up to his room. And waited, laying on his bed, staring at the ceiling. Each minute seemed to drag on for an eternity. He heard Chico barking out in the street. Maybe he should go talk to Terry. But wasn’t it Terry who had taunted him about Judy having a crush on him? He couldn’t bear to be taunted again. David saw images of himself being dragged from the house and thrown in a police cruiser. He saw Judy on the sidewalk with her father, pointing at him. He heard the jeers and laughter from all the neighbours and then the weeping from his mother, and the look of sad resignation and disappointment in his father’s eyes. And then he fell asleep. When he woke the next morning and heard his mother vacuuming downstairs he knew that his prayers had been answered.
Chapter Eighteen
Sisters
David stepped outside into the light morning air in his bare feet to pee in the bushes. His father was in the washroom getting ready for work. There were no other toilets in the house. Besides, David enjoyed urinating into the rising sun. He woke early that morning as he had all those mornings that week to watch the Today Show. Maureen O’Sullivan, Jane to Johnny Weismuller’s Tarzan, was one of the hosts and David was in love with her as much as any twelve year old can be in love with an older woman. The grass was damp tickling David’s toes as he walked back into the thinning darkness of the backyard. David stopped near Mr. Reaper’s fence and began peeing on his neighbour’s rosebush. The steam from David’s urine joined the light mist still hanging over the yard as David stood have asleep remembering how Miss O’Sullivan had interviewed the toxic Gore Vidal that morning. Pecker in his hand, waving his pee through the fence onto Mr. Reaper’s rosebush, David imagined himself being interviewed by the lovely Miss O’Sullivan, when a deer appeared in front of him not more than a dozen feet away. The deer stood motionless against the bushes at the back of the Hallowell lot, turned her head and looked at David. Her eyes were so large, and brown, and kind. David thought she was going to smile.
“Her eyes are the same as Miss O’Sullivan’s,” David gasped.
When David looked down to put his pecker back in his pants and looked up again, she was gone.
Cathy was brought to their house one spring afternoon in an old beat-up Meteor. David watched the social worker carrying the small suitcase in one hand and holding Cathy’s little hand in the other. David’s mother met them in the driveway, knelt down, and shook Cathy’s hand. Moments later Cathy was led into the living room where both Sandra and David had been instructed to wait. Both children were dressed in their Sunday clothes. Cathy was introduced to Sandra and David as a temporary guest, a foster child.
Cathy was a short plump dimpled gregarious little girl with large brown expressive eyes. For the first few weeks David’s mother couldn’t stop hugging her. Cathy giggled at everything, never complained, and was always polite. Sandra was asked to share her room with Cathy and she seemed delighted to have a baby sister even if only on a temporary basis.
“There is so much we can talk about.” Sandra giggled as she ushered her temporary sister off into their new room.
Weeks passed.
It was terribly dark outside for ten o’clock in the morning. The wind smacked the trees around, swatted the roof tiles. The rain beat down on the house. Thunder cracked. Lightning flashed.
“Get ready for church,” David’s mother cried from upstairs.
David’s father rummaged around in the hall closet looking for a tie.
“Have you seen my blue tie?” he called out.
“It’s where it always is,” his mother cried.
Thunder cracked. David stepped into the living room to warn Cathy not to be late. Cathy was curled up in the corner of the room behind the couch whimpering. Another crack of thunder sent Cathy into David’s arms crying.
“It’s like daddy!” she bawled, grasping for each breath. “It’s like daddy!”
Days passed.
At first Cathy called David - sir.
“You can’t call me that,” David said.
“Why?” Cathy asked.
“Kids don’t call kids sir,” David explained.
“Oh,” Cathy responded, dropping her eyes to the floor.
“Call me David,” he smiled.
Cathy hesitated for a minute.
David waited patiently.
“Can you pretend to be my brother?” Cathy asked.
“Sure,” David shrugged. “But why would I want to do that?”
Weeks passed into an indifferent calculation of time. Cathy was becoming a member of the family. She followed David everywhere around the neighbourhood that summer. Everyone loved her. Some days David rode Cathy on the crossbar of his bike to the Diary Queen for an ice cream.
“I don’t like hard ice cream,” Cathy explained to David as the two sat on a park bench licking the soft ice cream in their cones. “It’s much too difficult to digest.”
“I like both,” David said, wiping the ice cream from his hand onto his pants.
“Ya, me too,” Cathy giggled then added. “What’s your favourite flavour?”
“Vanilla,” David responded.
“Ya, me too,” Cathy agreed. “Why do you like vanilla the best? There are so many other delicious colours.”
“I like chocolate too,” David added.
“Oh, I’m so glad you said chocolate,” Cathy laughed. “I like chocolate even more than vanilla.”
One afternoon David’s rode his bike, with Cathy on the crossbar into Echo Valley where David wanted to show Cathy how to catch polly wogs.
“Do they really turn into frogs?” Cathy asked as David carefully scooped up some of the tiny creatures from the creek into a glass jar.
David nodded.
“I won’t have to kiss them or nothing, will I?” Cathy asked.
David shook his head. He liked being around Cathy. It made him feel grown up to be the recipient of so many questions. And Cathy was the only one in the house who listened to him. Sandra would never have come to the Valley. She would have found the whole experience with the polly wogs as ‘icky’. But Cathy just seemed to enjoy everything David showed her.
Some days Cathy and David gathered pop bottles and took them to the store for a refund. With the money they received they would buy a couple of popsicles and sit in the ditch in front of the Hallowell house.
“We’re like lovers,” Cathy said.
David turned and gave Cathy a puzzled look.
“You get the most peculiar ideas,” he said. “Where’d you ever hear anything like that?”
“On television,” Cathy replied. “Sooner or later everyone becomes a lover. It’s quite common. There isn’t one person on the Guiding Light who hasn’t become someone else’s lover on the show.”
Cathy had to explain that the Guiding Light was an afternoon soap opera on television.
“Mommy says that the soap operas are just pretend, that people don’t really behave that way. But I’m not sure about that. I mean, why would they write about something if it wasn’t real? My daddy had a girlfriend. I saw them coming out of a movie theatre one day near our apartment. Mommy didn’t know about her of course. Daddy made me promise that I wouldn’t tell. I promised but I kept my fingers crossed.”
“You told your mom?” David asked.
Cathy nodded.
“Somebody always tells. It happens all the time on the Guiding Light although it’s not usually a child.”
“What did your mother do?”
“She blew a gasket,” Cathy replied. “She told my father that he was cut off.”
“Cut off what?” David asked.
Cathy shrugged her shoulders.
“I don’t know. But it wasn’t long after that that my mother announced she was pregnant again. That’s how Mary and I first heard about Susan. Mary is my little sister and Susan is the baby. She is so cute. I just love her to death. I want to have lots of babies. People are always so happy when there’s a baby in the house. They bring presents and everything. It’s like Christmas.”
“What did your dad do when your mother got pregnant?”
“He got mad. He started crying. Do you cry, David?”
“When I was little,” David replied. “Why did your father cry?”
Cathy shrugged.
“He cries when he drinks,” Cathy said. “That’s one of my father’s vices. Drinking and gambling. And girlfriends.”
“Did your dad get rid of his girlfriend?” David asked.
“I don’t know,” Cathy sighed. “Men are so incorrigible. Do you think I look like Shirley Temple?”
David turned and looked at Cathy. He tried to recall the face of the child movie star and place it beside Cathy’s smiling face.
“Maybe,” he said.
“Mommy wants to get Mary and I into modeling. That’s correct grammar, isn’t it? I’m always getting my me’s mixed up with my I’s. Mommy thinks that Mary and me are naturals. Do you have a girlfriend?”
“No way!” David replied, screwing up his face.
Cathy smiled.
“I’m glad.”
When September arrived, it was David’s job to take Cathy to school. Up the street they went hand in hand each morning. When Cathy introduced David to her classmates as her older brother, David did not object. He taught her how to read, and print, helped her with her adding and subtracting. Some days he rode her on his crossbar to the library until one day Cathy fell off the bike and skinned her hands in the fall.
“Don’t ever do that again!” she cried, tears rushing down her cheeks.
“I’m sorry,” David apologized, cleaning her hands of the dirt that had been driven into her cuts.
“You should have known better,” Cathy barked. “I’m just a little girl.”
“It was an accident.”
“My daddy says that there are no such things as accidents.”
One evening Cathy was sent to bed early for being bold to David’s father. Before she retreated to the bedroom to serve her sentence, she ran up and hugged him.
“You really do love me as much as David and Sandra.”
“No, he doesn’t!” Sandra barked.
Mr. Hallowell looked at Sandra sternly. Sandra dropped her eyes and ran to her room and then, realizing that Cathy would soon be joining her there, fled to the bathroom.
Cathy loved to be tickled especially by David. Before she went to bed each evening she gave both her foster parents a kiss good night and when no one was looking, gave David a kiss as well. And so it went on happily forever. And then one day Cathy was gone.
Cathy’s parents were back together again. They both had jobs, and her father had kicked his drinking habit. He also managed to get the family a low rental home with Ontario Housing. Cathy did not want to go.
“You promised me I could stay!” she cried holding onto Mrs. Hallowell’s arm. “You said I’d never have to go back to them again.”
“I never said that,” Mrs. Hallowell said, her own voice beginning to break.
“You promised me!” Cathy cried. “What did I do wrong? I’ll never do it again!”
“They won’t let us keep you, Cathy.”
“You promised!”
For weeks afterwards David caught his mother weeping softly when she thought she was alone. David’s father said nothing, but David would catch him watching television, glancing over his shoulder, waiting for Cathy to come into the room and climb onto his lap.
“You all think she was so great!” Sandra told David one day as they sat watching the Flintstones, the words swelling up in her throat. “Cathy was so cute, so cuddly. Did you think that I didn’t notice? You loved her more than me. I’m glad she’s gone. I hated her!”
Chapter Nineteen
Captain Hook
“He is evil,” Marcus declared. “His heart is as black as coal. I heard that he once had children but they mysteriously disappeared. He breeds his own dogs. Sisters to brothers. What does that tell you? His wife is twenty years younger than Hook and I have heard that he keeps her hooked on opium. That’s why her skin always looks yellow and she breaks down in tears in the meat department at Dominion.”
Marcus hated Captain Hook. No one ever discovered the reason for Marcus’s antipathy except that Captain Hook had a shiny silver hook where a hand should have been. Psycho Bob said that Hook was in the Special Forces, and that he lost his hand while attempting to disarm a bomb during the war.
“Where does Psycho come up with that shit?” Terry laughed pulling clover out of the grass to chew on as he lay on Marcus’s front lawn. “Psycho made it all up. Opium? Breeding? Do you think that kids can just disappear and no one notices? What did Hook do with them? Bury them in the garden?”
Higgins, who was poking a stick into an ant hill, laughed. Marcus popped his bubble gum.
“I don’t know if Hook was in the Special Forces,” Marcus said, “but I do know that he had kids. I’ll bet his wife made a stew and put their kids in it.”
Terry and David laughed, shaking their heads.
Higgins spoke up in Marcus’s defense.
“My mom says Mrs. Swiderski makes the best stew.”
Terry pointed helplessly at Higgins as he and David rolled on the grass holding their stomachs, laughing.
“What did I say?” Higgins asked, adding more injuries to the boys abdominal muscles.
“You really are an idiot!” Terry sighed.
Higgins smiled good-naturedly. He didn’t like to be called an idiot but he did like to be included in the boys’ discussions.
“You think the Captain’s got any other attachments for his arm besides that hook?” Higgins asked.
“Like a saw or a hammer?” Terry laughed.
“He could have all sorts of attachments,” David howled.
“And what’s he need an air raid shelter for?” Marcus asked trying to refocus the boys attention on the corruption of Captain Hook . “I think the authorities should look into that. What’s really hidden in that shelter? Dead bodies is my guess.”
“Like a frying pan?” David offered disregarding Marcus’s last remark.
“Or a vacuum cleaner?” Terry added with a laugh. There was a scab on Terry’s right arm from a fall off his bicycle a few days before. Terry began to pick at it.
“You’d oughta leave that alone,” David said. “You could get infections.”
“My uncle had a scab,” Higgins interjected, “that stretched from his ankle to his crotch.”
“Does Hook think,” Marcus asked, “that after the H-bomb is dropped we’re going to let him sit in that shelter while the rest of us wait politely outside to die? There’s more to this shelter than paranoia. Did he get a permit to build it? I’ll bet that the police don’t know about it.”
“Or maybe,” Terry howled, distracted from his scab picking, “maybe he’s got a foot.”
Higgins and David turned and looked at Terry with puzzled expressions on their faces.
“What kind of cut would you get to have a scab run from your ankle to your crotch?” Terry asked.
“Gentlemen!” Marcus cried. “I think we’re all missing the point here.”
Marcus had a plan to get Hook. Marcus’ s plans were a recipe for disaster. Terry looked at David and David back at Terry. They would have to be excused. David remembered that his uncle and aunt were dropping by their house. Terry said he had to walk, Chico, his dog.
“What’s the plan?” Higgins asked eagerly.
With his reliable sidekick, Higgins was always available for any mischief, Marcus collected apples in a basket. That evening they waited in the hydro field behind Hook’s house. When the lights in Hook’s house went out, Higgins and Marcus snuck up on the house.
“Not too close,” Marcus said. “His dogs will start barking.”
When they were within firing range, they let go a volley of apples on the roof of Hook’s house. Captain Hook’s dogs went wild, howling and barking, yanking angrily on the chains that restrained them. Captain Hook in his pajamas rushed out with a shotgun in his hand. Higgins and Marcus were already half way across the hydro field when Hook released his dogs. This upset Marcus who lost a pant leg to one of the dogs.
“We were lucky to get away with our lives,” Higgins cried, retelling the story the next day to Terry and David. “Those dogs were on us so fast. Anyone else but Marcus and me would have been caught and torn apart. I won’t forget this day. The Captain can depend on that.”
“Something has to be done about Hook,” Marcus declared, gritting his teeth.
“What have you got against the Captain?” Terry asked. “My mom says that we should give him a wide berth. Once his dogs attacked Chico. If my dad hadn’t been there, those dogs would have torn him apart. My dad warned the Captain that if his dogs attacked our dog again he would phone the police. And if the police didn’t do anything, he would.”
David turned to Terry.
“Your dad really said that?”
Terry nodded.
“You don’t mess with my old man,” he said. “One time…”
“I ain’t got nothing against Hook,” Marcus interrupted, “Nothing that ain’t friggen obvious to any half-wit.”
“So what are you going to do?” Higgins asked.
“Oh, I’ve got a lot of ideas,” Marcus said with a smile. “Are you with me, men?”
Terry and David shook their heads.
Marcus turned to Higgins.
“As long as it doesn’t have anything to do with those dogs,” he said.
Marcus and Higgins used the Higgins’ telephone when there was no one home. There was always someone home at Marcus’s house. Marcus called the Swiderski house pretending to be a local radio station. Higgins lay on the floor, holding his stomach, trying not to laugh. Marcus asked an inane question and whatever Mrs. Swiderski’s response, he congratulated her upon winning a prize. Marcus did this each day for a week and each time Mrs. Swiderski would be overjoyed, laughing and crying on the phone. And then she waited and waited for prizes that would never come.
“Hang up the phone!” the Captain screamed at his wife. Marcus and Higgins listened on the other end of the line.
“You don’t have to yell,” Mrs. Swiderski responded.
“I told you to hang up,” he ranted. “It’s kids. You’re feeding their appetite for mischief. The next time a radio station phones and promises you anything, hang up for Christ’s sake!”
“But what if it is a radio station?” his wife pleaded, holding the phone in her hand.
“It’s never a radio station!” Hook cried.
“But it could be,” his wife pleaded.
When Higgins told David and Terry about the telephone calls, they howled with laughter. Both boys wanted in on any future escapades.
“You got any other great ideas?” David asked.
Marcus nodded.
“Tell me why I should let you in?” he asked.
“Cause we’re your buds,” Terry responded.
Marcus thought about it for a while.
“Okay,” he said. “But you’ve got to swear on your mother’s grave that you won’t tell anyone. This does not go beyond this covenant.”
Terry and David swore.
“What’s a covenant?” Higgins asked.
That Saturday Marcus phone every pizza restaurant in the area and had a large pizza sent to the Swiderski household. The boys hid in some bushes opposite Hook’s house and could barely contain their laughter as delivery car after delivery car showed up at the house.
The police were called and the Captain issued complaints, but the police shook their heads and put the whole thing down to youthful pranks.
“They’ll grow tired of all this shenanigans,” one of the officers offered.
Hook was not satisfied. He pasted posters on the lampposts in the area warning about the gang of hooligans. The neighbours became tired of his constant ranting about youthful delinquency. They’d had no problems with the boys.
“Something has to be done,” Mrs. Barnes warned. “The man has lost all control of himself.”
“The other day,” Mrs. Zeagman added, “he grabbed my boy, Randy, right off his bike. When Jack heard about it, he was ready to go up and bust down Mr. Swiderski’s door.”
The boys hadn’t expected events to turn so ugly.
“My mom asked me if we were part of any gangs?” David asked.
“And my parents made me sit in the living room while they lectured me,” Terry said. “I told them I didn’t have anything to do with it. They warned me about being anywhere near Hook’s.”
“Did you talk?” Marcus asked.
“Course not,” Terry said.
David shook his head.
Marcus turned to Higgins.
“My dad made me,” Higgins cried. “He thought it was pretty funny. Then he beat me.”
David and Terry said they wanted nothing more to do with Hook. Higgins too backed out.
“You guys are such pussies,” Marcus said.
On the way home Terry and David discussed Marcus.
“He ain’t going to stop,” David said.
Terry nodded.
“I wish I knew what he was going to do next,” Terry said.
A week passed without incident. Then photographs began to show up in the Hook’s mail. The photographs were innocent enough: Mrs. Swiderski weeding the lawn, or shopping, or getting into her car.
“What’s all this about?” Hook asked his wife.
“It’s about nothing,” Mrs. Swiderski responded. “I’m not doing anything in the photos.”
“Oh, it’s about something!” Hook cried. “People don’t get sent pictures unless there’s something going on.”
The police were called in once again. Neighbours were interviewed. But no one had anything to report. Called to a special meeting in the hydro field, the boys begged Marcus to stop. None of them wanted to be implicated in any of Marcus’s actions.
“My old man was pissed,” Higgins explained. “My old man said that if someone was caught harassing Hook, they could see jail time. I don’t want to go to prison. My folks would kill me. You don’t know my old man. He can really lose it.”
“I don’t know anything about photographs,” Marcus declared. “Where am I going to get a camera?”
“Ya, but…” Higgins began to speak but was stopped cold by Marcus’s stare.
Marcus didn’t trust Higgins, knowing that the boy would shoot his mouth off if he felt it would save his own skin. Only the fear that Marcus instilled in Higgins would keep him mute.
“If the word gets out, I guess we’ll know who blabbed!” Marcus added.
“I ain’t said a word,” Higgins cried in his own defense. “What about that camera your dad uses? It’s one of those instant cameras.”
The boys looked at Marcus.
“Ya,” Marcus said defending himself, “and he keeps it in his bedroom. I don’t know whose sending those pictures but it ain’t me.”
The boys looked at each other suspiciously.
“What if it ain’t any of us?” Marcus finally declared.
“You mean?” Terry said, swallowing deeply.
Marcus drew the boys closer and whispered. “Somebody is trying to set us up as the fall guy.”
“Holy shit!” Higgins sighed despairingly as if were now only a matter of hours before the whole gang of them was apprehended and sent up to the big house.
“I never thought of that,” Terry said.
“Well if you hadn’t started all this shit, we wouldn’t be in this mess,” Higgins cried, barely able to control himself.
“You thought it was pretty funny at the time,” Marcus responded.
No more pictures were taken or sent. The boys felt a sense of relief. Surely now the vendetta had stopped. All was quiet for the next week. Over breakfast one morning, Mrs. Higgins mentioned to Mr. Higgins that Mrs. Swiderski had moved back with her mother. There were fights. Mrs. Rubowski could hear them at night, screaming and yelling, banging things around. The police were called.
“It sounded like someone was being murdered!” Mrs. Rubowski confided to Mrs. Zeagman who confided to Mrs. Higgins.
“Mrs. Swiderski has her cross to bare,” Mrs. Zeagman sighed.
“I never trusted Clarence. The way he treats her! Apparently it’s been going on for some time.” Mrs. Barnes confided to Mrs. Zeagman who passed the remark onto Mrs. Higgins.
Mrs. Rubowski added to the rumors.
“Mrs. Swiderski is a pretty woman, if you like that type. She could find someone better.”
After his wife left, Hook changed. His garden grew wild; his dogs ran free. He stopped taking care of himself. Day in and day out, he wore the same clothes. Often he could be found sleeping in his car. Some days he rode his bike around the neighbourhood looking for his wife. In the evenings Hook sat on his porch looking at the photographs, smoking and drinking. And then one day, a For Sale sign appeared on his front lawn.
Chapter Twenty
Air Raid Siren
An old knife sharpener, round shoulder, gaunt, in baggy pants and thick-soled boots rang his bells as he dragged his grinding wheel up the street. His clothes were old and disheveled making him look like a vagrant. It was only the bell and the sight of his grinding wheel that allowed him to blend into the landscape of the street.
Mrs. Anderson came over with a set of knives. As the wheel spun around, the steel spitting out sparks, Mrs. Anderson talked about her daughters.
“They are doing so well in school. You can’t imagine how proud Lloyd and I are. And they’re so pretty. From their mother’s side of course. And people tell me how well mannered and poised they are. They tell me how they are a credit to the Anderson name. If they had met Lloyd’s sister they wouldn’t be in such a hurry to credit their father’s family.”
The old man said nothing, kept his head bent, his eyes on the knife in his hand and the wheel spinning around.
Mr. Reaper wanted his lawnmower and trimming shears sharpened.
“Know anything about roses? Been having some problems. Second bush I’ve put in and they seem to just keel over like something has eaten away at the roots. Damn clay is no good for growing. Always throwing fertilizer in there. Wife calls it, money down a bottomless pit. Hardly seems worth the effort sometimes.”
The old man continued to spin his wheel. Every so often he spilt a little water over the stone.
Psycho Bob ran out with a cardboard box filled with homemade weapons.
The old man looked up.
“You expecting a war?” he grinned, the gold of his capped front tooth twinkling in the sunlight.
Psycho Bob shook his head.
“I like to be prepared. Commies won’t come knocking at our door.”
The old man asked to see Bob’s money first.
Marcus and David watch the old man disappear up the street, his arm swinging, the bell tolling.
“How do you get good at something like that?” David asked.
“You just do it,” Marcus responded.
“He doesn’t live around here.”
“Maybe he’s got a car or something,” Marcus responded.
“We just got a car,” David said. “And my father has a regular job. How can that guy buy a car just sharpening knives and stuff?”
Marcus shrugged.
“My dad’s getting a station wagon,” Marcus added. “On account of all the kids. If they keep having kids, we’ll need a bus. Let’s go down to Rigby’s. I just got my allowance.”
Jack, the proprietor of Rigby’s, hardly paid any attention to the boys. His radio was on. Missiles had been discovered in Cuba. Marcus and David had been saving their money and buying matchbox cars and trucks for some time. Between them they had amassed a few dozen vehicles and had begun constructing a massive urban metropolis in the clay at the back of David’s yard.The boys made their choices and returned home.
“Gonna be a war,” Marcus declared as he took a flat end stick and began to draw a road across the ground. “Wipe out all the cities.”
“Why’d you buy three buses?” David asked as Marcus continued to work on his road.
“How can you have just one bus?” Marcus responded. “You need a fleet. Never heard of a transit system with just one bus.”
David looked up from the ground where he had been carving a road along an embankment.
“My father was in the last war,” he said.
“My dad was too young,” Marcus explained. “My dad says he tried to sign up but they wouldn’t let him in even when he lied about his age. Said it was the greatest disappointment of his life. He talks more about something he didn’t do than anything he did. Your dad kill anyone?”
David shook his head.
“How come?” Marcus asked. “One of his bullets must have hit something.”
“He was an ambulance driver,” David replied apologetically.
“Geez,” Marcus responded. “He must have seen a lot of dead bodies.”
“Ya,” David said smiling. “That’s right.”
“My dad told me that the ambulance corps suffered the greatest casualties,” Marcus said, “on account of they were always running out and dragging wounded soldiers off the battlefield. Did your dad get a medal?”
“I don’t know,” David said. “I’ve never seen any.”
“I’ve seen lots of war movies,” Marcus said.
“My dad laughs at war movies,” David responded. “He says that they’re fake.”
“I hope they don’t start the next war too soon,” Marcus sighed.
“What war?”
“With the Russians,” Marcus continued as he parked his three new buses in the bus station. “My dad says that there are Commies everywhere. Could be amongst us now and we wouldn’t even know it.”
“What’s a Commie?” David asked.
“It’s what they call the Russians. Like a nick name.”
“How do you know that the Commies are everywhere?”
“Common knowledge,” Marcus replied knowingly. Marcus always spoke with the self-assurance of a professor in such matters.
“Did you read it somewhere?”
Marcus shrugged. “I heard it around. Grandfather says the Commies are Protestants in disguise but he says a lot of stuff I’m supposed to ignore. My old man wants to put grandfather in a home but my mother won’t hear of it. My grandfather thinks that the old age homes are filled with Orangemen. I wish they would send him away. I’d get his room. Course we’d have to fumigate it first. You can hear that old man farting all over the house. It sounds like a jet breaking the sound barrier.”
There was a long pause as David returned to his engineering. After a few moments he asked Marcus a question.
“You think Terry is a Commie?”
Marcus shook his head.
“He’s just a kid. Commies can’t be kids.”
“Oh ya, that’s right,” David responded and returned to his engineering.
“Your grandfather is Irish, right?” Marcus asked.
David nodded.
“He came from the south, right?’ Marcus asked.
David turned to Marcus.
“The south of what?” David asked.
“Your grandfather was Catholic, right?” Marcus responded.
David nodded.
“Okay,” Marcus replied. “That’s all I needed to know.”
The next afternoon as the boys played, David’s sister came running out of the house. The boys continued to construct their city. A rain the night before had washed out many of their roads.
“Mom wants you in the house” Sandra said.
“But we’re working on…” David began but was interrupted by his sister.
“There’s been an accident at the plant,” she said.
David looked at Marcus than back at Sandra.
“What plant?” he asked.
Sandra put her hands on her hips in disbelief.
“Where dad works!” she sighed. “Don’t you know anything?”
“What kind of accident?”
Sandra turned back to the house.
“I don’t know.”
David turned to Marcus.
“You think my father is a Commie?”
“Maybe,” Marcus responded. “You can never be certain. My old man hates the Commies, but he likes your father.”
When the two boys got back into the house, they found David’s mother sitting at the kitchen table. She looked up at him. David could tell that she had been crying. Sandra climbed up on her mother’s lap.
“Sit down, David,” she said and as he did she reached out for his hands. David pulled them away gesturing to the presence of Marcus in the kitchen.
Mrs. Hallowell grabbed David’s hands again. This time he did not revolt.
“The first thing I have to tell you is that your father is going to be okay.”
Tears began to run down Sandra’s face.
“There’ll be none of that,” Mrs. Hallowell commanded her daughter.
Sandra wiped the tears from her eyes with the back of her arm. Mrs. Hallowell squeezed David’s hands tighter.
“Your father has had…” Mrs. Hallowell began but stopped to catch her breath. She bit her lip and spoke again. “Your father has had a heart attack. He’s not in a coma. And he’s not paralyzed or anything like that. But he can’t have too many visitors right away. Your uncle Leonard is coming out to pick me up and we’re going to the hospital. I’ve made some chicken soup for your dinner. I don’t want you to turn on the stove. Sandra, I want you to stay in the house. Don’t go out wandering around.”
“Yes, mommy,” Sandra said, nodding her head.
“David, you’ll be in charge. I can trust you, can’t I?”
David nodded his head.
“You’re the man of the house now,” she said with a smile.
“Gee Mrs. Hallowell,” Marcus said. “David isn’t a man. He’s just a kid.”
Mrs. Hallowell looked up at Marcus and began to weep uncontrollably.
David never thought much about his father. He left in the morning, came home at night. Most weekends, he worked at a part time job at the local Dominion grocery store stocking shelves. Sundays were used up with church and visiting relations. There was no time for hobbies or recreation. His father had helped coaching hockey for a while, though David had never seen his father on skates, did not know if his father even knew how to skate. It was not much different with any of David’s friends. Most of their fathers were veterans who had returned home after the war. Their dreams and ambitions had been left on the battlefields of Europe. Playing hockey had not been one of those dreams.
“What did you want to be when you were a kid?” David once asked his father.
“I never thought much about it,” his father responded. “Work for Eddy Match like everyone else in Pembroke, I suppose. People didn’t think much about what they were going to do back then. Mostly they worried about making a living.”
“Why didn’t you become a cop like uncle Dean and uncle George?” David asked.
Mr. Hallowell smiled and padded his son on the shoulder. He climbed to his feet and left the room without answering.
David did not notice his father’s absence except at the dinner table. Life seemed to carry on pretty much the way it always had. David saw more of his uncle Leonard who came out regularly to drive his mother to the hospital. And then larger events occupied everyone’s time. David’s mother had the radio on all day. When David came home at lunch his mother was consumed by the drama of world events. It was the same at school with the teachers though nothing was mentioned to the students.
“Going to be a war,” Terry said matter-of-factly as the two boys threw a ball back and forth between their backyards. David did not want to step in Terry’s yard; there was too much dog shit.
“I understand why they call it the A-bomb,” David said. “But why did they call the next bomb the H-bomb? What happened to all the letters in between?”
“Maybe they didn’t work,” Terry suggested.
That seemed like a plausible explanation to David.
“I didn’t get that today,” Terry said.
“Get what?” David said catching the ball and whipping back at Terry.
“Why we were hiding under our desks,” Terry responded dropping the ball. He picked it up and threw it back to David.
“In case of a nuclear attack,” David explained.
“If the H bomb is so powerful, what good are our desks going to do?” Terry asked.
David had not explanation for Terry. He caught the ball and fell to the ground as if he had been shot. Terry laughed.
“You think there’s really going to be a war?” David asked.
“Well, President Kennedy warned the Russians to get out of Cuba or else.” Terry said.
“Or else what?” David asked.
“Boom!” Terry replied.
Marcus collected pictures of the hydrogen bomb in a scrapbook that he kept hidden under his mattress so his brothers and sisters couldn’t find it.
“They’ve all got names,” he informed David.
David leafed through the collection with awe. They looked so perfect, each one a giant mushroom.
“That bomb is so powerful,” Marcus said, “that it can melt trees.”
“Melt trees!” David gasped. He would like to see that.
“We dropped two of those on the Japs,” Marcus said, “and they ain’t even mad at us.”
David looked up at Marcus. He found it difficult to believe that the Japanese wouldn’t be angry after so many of them had been melted by the bomb.
“They deserved it,” Marcus added.
David’s mother worried about milk.
“Contaminated by those H bomb tests,” she said at the dinner table. “I heard it on the radio.” Then Mrs. Hallowell laughed. “You’re father wasn’t worried about the milk. He just doesn’t want them to contaminate the beer.”
Sandra laughed. “Daddy is so funny. Right mommy?”
“They’ve got to test the bombs,” David said. “How else are they going to know if they work?”
“Listen to you,” Mrs. Hallowell said as she gestured to her son. “Even you kids aren’t safe from all of this. It scares me.”
“I’m not scared,” Sandra said.
Mrs. Hallowell smiled at her daughter, a tear running down her cheek.
David’s mother started to buy powdered milk.
“This stuff tastes awful,” David cried.
His sister agreed. “I’d rather drink the stuff that is poisoned.”
Marcus related many stories his uncle had told him about the war although after some interrogation, Marcus admitted that his uncle had not been overseas.
“He was too young,” Marcus explained. “He’s even younger than my old man and he was too young. My uncle and my old man can stay up for hours talking about the war although they both were too young to be in it. My old man says that there is nothing like a war to make a man out of a boy. I sure hope we don’t get cheated out of our war.”
The boys came to hate Hitler. They devised tortures for Hitler if he had survived the war. The two boys made a list of these tortures. It was a competition between them. Marcus won out when he suggested that they could build a pit, put Hitler in it, and have all of humanity walk by and piss or shit on him. David just couldn’t top that one.
One afternoon while the kids in the neighbourhood were playing hide’n’seek, an air raid siren went off. David was hiding behind the bushes at the back of the Reaper’s yard. A flock of crows stampeded out of the top branches of a Dutch Elm into the air. In the next yard Marcus held onto the branch of an apple tree he was thrown out of by the siren. He had an apple in his mouth. When he hit the ground he started to choke on a piece of the fruit. David reached Marcus and smacked him on the back, jarring the chunk of apple loose.
David looked up into the sky.
“I don’t see anything,” he said.
“It’s just a practice alarm,” Marcus informed David, dropping the apple to the ground.
“How are we supposed to know the difference?” David asked.
It was just after lunch when the fire alarm went off. For the boys, it was a welcome relief from the grammar lesson that the boys were being tortured with. In single file, classroom after classroom marched out of the school and lined up in single files in the schoolyard. The teachers piled out of the school, followed by the principal, Sister Bernadette, with her hand bell.
“This is just great!” Terry whispered in David’s ear. “The Russians are sending H-bombs at us and we’re standing out here in the schoolyard like sitting ducks.”
“It was a fire alarm,” David said, “not an air-raid alarm.”
“How are we supposed to know the difference?” Terry asked.
David started to pay more attention to the sky. It was where the H-bomb would come from, Marcus had promised. Often David would look up at the passing clouds, marveling at their silent massiveness. Some looked like mountain ranges or islands floating across the city. Marcus said they were bags of nuclear waste. One clear sunny day as the boys were playing with their Matchbox cars, a shadow passed over the city. David looked up. A zeppelin drifted quietly over the treetops. It looked so lonely against the sky. And then David thought of his father in a hospital bed alone.
Chapter Twenty One
Confession
You could smell the liquor on Father O’Brian’s breath as he stood in his flowing garments greeting the children on the front steps of Our Lady of Peace Church before the confessions. You could see the discomfort of young girls as he massaged their shoulders, rubbed the back of their necks, grazed their cheek gently with a finger. With a vice like grip, he grabbed the hands of the young men making them wince, than slapped them good-naturedly on the back. He laughed heartily as he joked and chatted with the teachers, reminding them of a fund raising drive.
The children were ushered into their seats. Father O’Brian stood in front of the altar and cleared his throat. The children’s voices were hushed. The older students held onto their seats. He asked the students to pray for the sick and added David’s father’s name to a short list. He mispronounced the family name. His fellow students turned and looked at David. Most were not aware of Mr. Hallowell’s heart attack. Did his father need prayers? David didn’t think so. They were going that evening in the hospital to bring his father home. His uncle Leonard would drive them down to the hospital and afterwards he was sure his uncle would treat them to an ice cream. Maybe his father was sicker than he had been told.
Father O’Brian started slowly, softly repeating the underlying message of the gospel for that day. During these moments of quiet, the church was like a tomb. No child dared to cry, no teacher cleared his throat, no dress was ruffled or trouser leg straightened. Father O’Brian raised his eyes from the book before him and looked out into the church. And then it began. Like a roller coaster ride at an amusement park, emotions were sped along a journey of stark terror, tumbling down into despair and regret, guilt and penance, to the very edge of the cliffs overlooking Hell. Some younger children gasped. And then just as the terror of falling over that edge had reached its pinnacle, Father pulled the gathered sinners back, gently setting them down on the beach of redemption, and the comforting sea of God’s forgiveness. When it was finished the children looked relieved.
The boys and girls were commanded by the priest to pray and ask God’s help in recalling their transgressions. The younger children began to mutter amongst themselves. Teachers rushed to the children and scolded them with silent gestures. A second priest, Father Scanlon entered the church. The two priests made their way to the confessionals. Most hoped they would get Father Scanlon. Father O’Brian terrified them. .
David looked up into the belly of the church. Our Lady of Peace Church was built like a barn. David marveled at the height of the ceiling and the long wooden rafters that supported it. In between the rafters the ceiling had been wallpapered with a blue sky and small yellow stars. The church was designed as a metaphor for the universe, the work of the Great Carpenter. But as David’s eyes toured the various Stations of the Cross, he thought the church also resembled a shrine to pain: blood dripping from the crown of thorns around Christ’s forehead, Christ being flogged, Christ bent under the weight of the cross, Christ hanging from the cross, Christ’s side slit open by a spear.
Marcus nudged David in the ribs as they sat in the pew.
“Give me something,” he muttered, conscious of the need to remain silent.
David looked out the side of his eyes at Marcus, and then looked around for any teachers that might be watching.
“Give you what?” he muttered out of the side of his mouth, mimicking the great ventriloquists he had watched on the Ed Sullivan show, realizing in a flash the origin of their talent.
“A sin,” Marcus whispered. “I need a sin. I can’t think of anything.”
David had his regular sins that he rotated in visits to the confessional booth: talking back to his parents, teasing his sister, forgetting to say his prayers. But David refused to release any of these valuables to his friend. A litany of identical sins from the boys raised Father O’Brian’s suspicions and when aroused Father O’Brian would confront the sinner in the booth with this irony.
“Lot of that sin going around,” Father O’Brian would smirk, speaking in a low gentle voice. “Some kind of virus?”
“Yes, Father.”
“You think you’re some kind of smart guy?” he’d bark, his voice now echoing through the church. “You think God can’t see into that soul of yours? What do you think you can hide from God’s gaze?”
“Nothing, Father,” the terrified confessor would whimper.
“I’m waiting, son.”
“Waiting?”
“For your real sins, my son.”
By then everyone in the church would be listening for the confessor’s real sins and they had to be enunciated clearly and loud. God, the priest told the confessor, was hard of hearing. David did not want to go through that experience and so he held on tightly to his repertoire.
“Tell him you stole money from your mother’s purse,” David whispered.
“I ain’t no thief!” Marcus barked back.
Mr. Brown, who strolled back and forth across the church like a guard on the wall of a prison, eyed the boys suspiciously.
David looked down.
When the coast was clear again he whispered, “It’s a sin!”
Marcus waited to make sure that Mr. Brown’s attention was elsewhere.
“But what if it gets around?” Marcus argued. “I can’t let the guys think I’m a thief. If it got back to my old man that I was stealing, he’d crucify me.”
“But you ain’t stealing!” David insisted, frustrated by Marcus’s refusal to accept his suggestion.
“If you confess it,” Marcus responded, “it’s got to be true.”
David looked around the church, thinking. As his eyes passed over the Stations of the Cross, Christ dragging his cross up Calvary, it came to him.
“Tell him you forgot to take out the garbage,” David responded.
Marcus glanced out of the side of his eyes at his friend.
“Perfect.” Marcus responded with a smile.
“Marcus!” Mr. Brown’s whisper screamed in his ear.
David and Terry glanced over their shoulder. Mr. Brown towered behind them, his hands reaching for their necks.
Chapter Twenty Two
Naked Ladies
Standing at the magazine stand in Rigby’s Confectionary drinking Orange Crush, David, Terry, and Marcus pretended to look at an auto mechanics magazine while stealing glances at the nudie magazines- Swank, Nugget, and Cabaret. Old man Rigby would pretend not to see the boys until an adult walked in and then he would unceremoniously usher the boys out of the store.
“They must have to pay them a trillion dollars to be in those magazines,” David said as the three boys crossed Bloor Street and wandered into the hydro field.
“I saw my mom naked once,” Terry confessed.
David and Marcus screwed up their faces.
“It was an accident,” Terry explained.
“I’m bored,” Marcus said. “We gotta do something.”
“What’s that?” David asked. He pointed under a milkwood plant in the field. The plant was covered in butterflies. Underneath it was a paper bag.
Terry rushed over and picked up the bag and peaked inside.
“It’s probably someone’s dead cat,” Marcus said.
“It’s skin books,” Terry gasped, pulling one of the books out.
He sat down in the long grass and began to look through a magazine titled Swank. Marcus and David grabbed a magazine from the bag and joined him on the ground. What seemed like hours passed in silence as the three boys ravaged their bonanza, comparing pictures, and giggling.
“Where do they find ladies to take off their clothes?” David asked.
“Sweden,” Terry responded.
“I’ve seen lots of naked women in National Geographic,” David added.
“But they’re Africans,” Marcus said.
“So?” David asked.
“You don’t see any Africans in these magazines, do you?” Marcus responded.
“None of them are Chinese either,” Terry pointed out and then added, “I’ve seen some paintings with nude people.”
“Paintings don’t count,” Marcus responded.
“What are we going to do now?” Marcus asked.
“I ain’t going to masturbate with you guys here,” Terry said.
There was a moment of dead silence.
“What’s masturbate mean?” David asked.
Marcus and Terry looked at David and laughed. David blushed with embarrassment.
“Ain’t you ever had a wet dream?” Marcus asked incredulously.
David nodded. He recalled waking up one night shocked by what was happening to him. He ran downstairs to the living room where his parents were watching television.
“Something is wrong!” he whimpered. After some coaching he explained what had frightened him. His mother told him not to worry, that it was quite natural. As he left the room and headed back upstairs he could hear his parents chuckling.
Marcus explained the technical aspects of masturbation. David nodded pretending to understand.
“Oh ya,” David said then boasted, “I masturbate all the time.” It was not true, but David did not want the other boys to know that he was deficient in any male activity.
“What do you mean then?” Terry asked.
“Where we going to hide them?” Marcus asked. “We can’t just leave the magazines here. Someone else will be sure to find them. My old man would kill me if I hid them in our house. One of my brothers would be sure to find them. You could hide them at your place”
“Ya, right!” Terry howled. “If my old man found them, he’d take them for himself.”
“Don’t look at me!” David cried. “My mother made me promise that I would never look at magazines of naked ladies.”
“Well,” Marcus declared, “we’ve got to hide them somewhere.”
Something occurred to David and he gestured to his buddies to draw closer.
“Someone put this bag here,” David whispered. “Whose to say they won’t return for them?”
Immediately the boys stuffed the magazines back into the bag and looked around.
On Sunday after Mass, Marcus and David made for Duke’s Sport Shop. They were to meet Terry. Terry was not there.
“I knew that bastard wouldn’t show up,” Marcus cried.
“Here he comes now,” David pointed across the street towards the Fina gasoline station.
“My mother made me take a shower,” Terry cried in his own defense as he ran up to the boys. “I was lucky to get out of the house. We’re going to visit my aunt.”
“I had to say I was going to Mass with Marcus,” David said. “If my mom find out I only went to look at naked ladies, I’m in deep shit.”
“What is it with you guys and church?” Terry laughed.
“Don’t you go to church?” Marcus asked Terry.
Terry shook his head.
“We go at Christmas sometimes. My dad doesn’t believe in God. He says it’s ignorant superstition.”
“My dad doesn’t go to church either,” Marcus said. “But he makes damn sure all his kids do.”
“Let’s get going before it rains again,” David suggested, then turned to Terry. “So, where did you hide them?”
Terry led David and Marcus across the hydro field. The grass was still wet from the night before. David looked at his Sunday pants that were getting increasingly wet. He would have to tell his mother that they’d taken a shortcut to get to Mass on time.
“I buried them at the base of that tower,” Terry said, pointing to one of several metal towers in the field.
“Where we going to look at them?” David asked “Can’t lie around in this grass. Too wet.”
“We can take them over to that new house on Jopling that’s being built,” Marcus said. “It should be dry there.”
When the boys reached the tower they found a great pool of water.
“Shit!” Terry cried as he reached down into the pool and pulled out the bag of magazines. The bag ripped and the magazines fell back into the water.
“Shit!” Marcus growled.
The boys got on their knees and saved as many magazines as they could, but as they opened each magazine they found that the ink had washed off most pages. Other pages had printed themselves off onto the facing page leaving only the remnants of what might have been. Marcus dropped the magazines to the ground in despair.
“Why does everything bad happen to me?” he cried, raising his face to the sky in despair.
“Maybe we could dry them off?” Terry suggested.
“You want to hang them on your mother’s clothesline?” Marcus smirked.
David rose to his feet, looking down at his Sunday pants, which besides being wet were now covered in the mud he had been kneeling in.
“Boy, am I going to get it now!” he cursed.
Chapter Twenty Three
The Movies
As soon as the theatre lights dimmed and the coming attractions began, Terry slid down his seat, crawled along the floor, slipped through the heavy red curtains under the exit sign, slipped along a short hall, and unlocked the door. Marcus, David, and Higgins nudged open the door just wide enough for them to sneak in. The four boys then crawled back to the front seats and sat there slouched low for some time until the attendant with his flashlight made his rounds. Once that danger had passed, each boy made individual trips to the snack bar to stock up on supplies for the movies.
Every day throughout the summer, movies ran in the Westwood Theatre. There were two movies at a matinee, sometimes an old western or Tarzan film plus a featured attraction. Between movies a magician or clown might entertain. Sometimes there might be a draw for a prize. But there were always a lot of kids, kids who didn’t have cottages, or summer camps, kids who had nowhere else to go.
In the afternoons the theatre was never quiet. As soon as Johnny Weismuller let out his famous Tarzan cry, everyone joined in. Some kids made monkey calls, others imitated elephants or lions. Marcus did his laughing hyena. Terry did his chicken cry including his famous chicken walk across the stage. But the majority, including most of the girls did their impression of Tarzan. The theatre sounded like a zoo. Soon the attendants, flashlights in hand, were running up and down the aisles insisting that everyone quiet down. Why they insisted on silence was not clear to anyone since almost everyone in the theatre was a kid and found the noise to be intoxicating fun.
During the movie, Terry cruised through the rows of seats, trying to talk some girl into sitting with him off to the side where it was dark and intimate. Terry kept a diary listing all his feels: those who had falsies, those who put up a fight, and those who were enthusiastic.
Irene Scott had a broad square face, more handsome than beautiful. Little Jimmy Higgins called Irene, Attila the Honey. Irene did not approve of the name and one day in the schoolyard she sent him spinning to the ground. When he cleared his head and looked up, Irene demanded an apology. Higgins refused. Irene kicked him. When Jimmy kicked back, Irene ran to one of the teachers to complain. Terry found Irene less than enthusiastic in the dark caverns of the theatre. She accompanied Terry more for the popcorn he supplied than the romance he promised.
Peggy Simpson was a frail freckled skinny girl. She wore her braces and pigtails with enthusiasm. Her short skirts emphasized her long skinny legs and knobby knees. In sharp contrast to her physical makeup was her high voltage personality. No one in her class could talk so loud or so fast especially if Peggy was interested in a topic. And Peggy was interested in everything.
“And she can run,” Higgins announced. “Maybe not as fast as me but certainly faster than the rest of the guys in my class. She leaves them eating her dust.”
Terry found Peggy more than he could handle, complaining to her on several occasions in the heat of battle that he had to breath once in a while.
Janet Marcus was a very proper girl. Her parents were both teachers, which may have influenced her behaviour. Her grades were always at the top of the class and every assignment was done exactly according to instructions, and always handed in by the due date.
“Have you ever talked to her?” Marcus complained. “She doesn’t. She waits for you to say something then she makes the appropriate response. And her laugh? She doesn’t. When you say something funny, she thinks it over for a few moments and if she concludes that it was meant to be funny, she smiles. I think she’s a robot.”
Janet’s silence did not bother Terry, but what did confuse and frustrate Terry was that Janet did not respond to anything he did. She just sat rigid in her seat staring at the screen.
Sandra Smart was a large girl and prematurely developed. This early maturity made her especially attractive to the boys although she dwarfed most of them and would have found it easy to disarm any of their forays while inflicting considerable pain. Sandra was so disgusted on one occasion by Terry’s behavior that she ambushed him outside the theatre and beat him up. In Terry’s defense, he did not raise a hand to defend himself or retaliate. Terry would never hit a girl.
“He’s so gallant,” Peggy Simpson informed all.
And then there was Kim Levy, the great beauty of Islington. She was a slim girl with long blond hair, always pulled back in a ponytail. She had bright blue eyes, and a wonderful smile. Nature had mastered symmetry when she created the lovely Kim. Terry was infatuated with her. Sometimes Terry would sit two or three rows in front of Kim, and turn around just to watch Kim eating popcorn.
“Look at the way she licks the salt off her braces,” he sighed.
But Terry never asked Kim Levy to retreat with him into a dark corner of the theater.
“I couldn’t touch her,” he declared, hand over his breast. “It would simply be unthinkable.”
Marcus, who had buckteeth, a cowlick, and freckles, did not cast the same romantic shadow. To Marcus, girls were toys for one’s amusement. He liked to sit behind young ladies with ponytails, dip their hair in coke and then in the popcorn he had bought. Half a dozen girls would go home that afternoon with their hair in tangles of coke and buttered popcorn. Later that evening their mothers would phone Mrs. O’Reilly complaining about her son’s behaviour. When Mr. O’Reilly heard of his son’s escapades, he laughed.
“The lad has a way with the ladies, just like his dad.”
Higgins’ pranks were more infamous. Perhaps it was because his father was a lawyer and his mother a schoolteacher that Higgins felt he had to push the envelope. Higgins would sit in the last row of seats and urinate on the floor. The downward slant of the room carried his urine passed dozens of innocent shoes. Although the other boys would marvel at Higgins’s bravado and laugh hysterically when he was performing, none of them dared imitate his theatrical performance. One afternoon Higgins was caught and his parents phoned. Although Higgins was banned from the theatre for the rest of that summer, his mother did not punish him further. Her son, she claimed, had always had a weak bladder.
One afternoon the theatre played the film 55 Days at Peking. Every time Ava Gardner appeared in a scene, Terry led the boys in a chorus of wolf howls. But the greatest glee was reserved for those scenes where Chinese heads were cut off.
“It’s common over there,” Marcus declared. “Always cutting off people’s heads. They don’t have the same respect for life.”
But the film proved to be too long and too slow for the appetites of boys raised on wild beasts, Viking ships, and Indian raids.
“I feel like I’ve been here 55 days!” Terry cried out.
“When’s the killing going to start?” Marcus’s voice added.
The girls began to giggle. Danny Cameron threw a piece of licorice at the screen, hitting Heston on the forehead. It stuck. Someone else aimed a piece of candy at Ava Gardner’s breasts. It bounced off her shoulder.
“How could you miss?” Terry cried.
“She moved,” the assassin cried out in his defense.
Terry turned around.
“Hey, is that you Danny?”
“Ya,” Danny responded.
“Is your sister here?” Terry asked.
Everyone laughed.
“Shut-up!” someone yelled.
“Whose going to make me?” Terry cried out, turning his back to the screen just as the Chinese boxers stormed the barricades. Everyone started throwing candy and popcorn at the screen. The lights of the theatre went on. The manager, the attendants, even the lady from the candy bar rushed into the theatre. The manager climbed up on the stage and declared the movie over. Heston’s huge face smiled behind the manager. There was another deluge of candy thrown.
Most afternoons passed by without incident. Kids remained in their seats, ate popcorn, and howled and laughed at Buster Keaton, or marveled at the feats of Hercules, Sinbad the Sailor, the Vikings. The whole summer seemed to pass by in that dark hallow room. And then as the final credits rolled on, the kids passed through the heavy red curtains and out the exit door into the bright painful sunlight of September.
Chapter Twenty Four
Country Club
The boys sat out on the hill along Kipling Avenue that ran passed the golf course and watched middle-aged men chat amicably as they strode up to the tee, swung optimistically, their weapons aimed at the sun, the path of the balls much lower. Curses would often be accompanied by brief displays of temper, and then once again they would dutifully move on, round shouldered, pulling their carts slowly behind them. Mrs. McDougal had offered to keep David for a few days when Mr. Hallowell came home from the hospital for his convalescence.
“Your dad play golf?” Terry asked.
David shook his head.
“My dad doesn’t play anything except with us in the backyard.”
“My dad hunts,” Terry said.
“My uncles hunt for deer every fall, but not my dad,” David added. “He hates guns.”
Terry looked at David.
“What’s he got against guns?”
David shrugged.
“My mom says it’s on account of the war. My dad doesn’t say anything.”
When there were no golfers, Terry and David would play home run derby on the fairways. Terry was always Ernie Banks of the Cubs and David was Hank Aaron. David did not own a baseball glove of his own, but Terry had two including a catcher’s mitt. David loved the smell of leather and the feeling of grinding a new baseball into the pocket. And there was nothing so beautiful to a boy on a warm afternoon as the sight of a white baseball flying through the wind bent tops of popular trees.
“Why do they call him Hank?” Terry asked.
David shrugged his shoulders.
“I wish the Cubs would trade Banks,” Terry added, “to a team that could win.”
“You think the Yankees will win again?” David asked.
“Ya,” Terry said despondently. “Who else is there?”
The boys caught garter snakes in Echo Valley, across Kipling Avenue from the golf course. Once they had a snake they placed him delicately in the cup of a green and then waited on a nearby hill for a group of women golfers to putt out, howling with laughter as the women retrieved their balls. Other days the boys fished for golf balls in the creek that ran through the golf course. Later they would sell them back to golfers on the course or to Terry’s father, an avid golfer. With the money they earned, they bought chips and coke, and talked.
“You think wrestling is fake?” Terry asked.
David shook his head.
“Yukon Eric lost an ear in a match to Killer Kolwalski. I don’t know how you can fake losing an ear. My uncle took me to a match down at Maple Leaf Gardens.” David described the events of the evening including the antics of the audience.
“One old lady took a swing at Sweet Dady Siki with her cane.”
Terry shook his head and passed the bag of chips over to David.
“My father says it’s fake,” Terry added.
“Sometimes,” David said, “I think everything is fake. I’d like to go to the moon one day.”
“It’ll never happen,” Terry responded.
“My uncle says that someday people will go there,” David said.
“Why would you go?” Terry asked. “There ain’t nothing there. I’d rather go to Carnegie Hall.”
Apple trees lined one fairway of the golf course. The boys gathered handfuls of apples and rolled them onto a green. The closest apple to the hole won. Golfers looked perplexed when they reached the green and found the apples but no trees in the immediate vicinity. In the fall the boys played tackle football, sometimes with Marcus and Higgins. Most of the time they played in the rough but sometimes they would play on a nearby green, their ear always tuned to the gravel voice of the maintenance truck that cruised around the course. Once the truck was spotted the boys would grab the ball and head under a bridge into Echo Valley, choking with laughter at the men investigating the damage to the putting green.
“Maybe we shouldn’t play tackle on the greens,” David said.
“You’re such a wimp,” Higgins sneered, twirling the football in his hands.
“Why not?” Terry asked.
“The grass is so pretty,” David replied. “It must take a lot of work to get it looking like that.”
“They’re all rich bastards,” Marcus cried. “Screw ‘em!”
Some days the boys would lay on one of the hills and watch the golfers moving around the course.
“What do you want to do when you grow up?” David asked.
“I ain’t going to play golf,” Terry responded. “All my old man thinks and talks about is golf.”
“I might take up the game,” Marcus said.
“But you hate golf,” David said.
“I know but when my uncle kicks the bucket and get my inheritance I’ll have to learn how to play. That’s what rich bastards do. Remember what Father O’Brian said, everyone has to make sacrifices. The poor starve. The rich play golf.”
David and Terry laughed.
“I want to be an astronaut,” David said. “Either that or become a heavy weight fighter.”
“You get car sick,” Terry said. “If you were in a space ship you’d be barfing across the universe.”
“It’s an interesting picture,” Marcus said.
The boys laughed.
“Do you believe in God?” Terry asked.
Marcus shook his head.
“I ain’t never seen God,” Marcus said. “I never heard of anyone except some religious fanatics whose ever seen God. What kind of God would remain invisible?”
“I do,” David said.
“Why?” Marcus said.
“I don’t know,” David said. “I just do. I can’t explain it. But sometimes when I’m feeling real lonely, I can feel him there.”
Marcus shook his head.
“I just feel lonely,” Marcus said. “And the universe feels hollow.”
The boys were silent for some time.
“I wish I could feel God,” Terry said shaking his head. “Before I’m dead, I’d like to feel him there just once.”
Chapter Twenty Five
Night Prowlers
“She sleeps in the nude,” Terry whispered to David when his cousin had left. On hot summer evenings, David and Terry slept in a tent in the McDougal backyard. Terry’s older cousin would come out and give Terry a good night kiss.
David asked Terry if his cousin was someone famous.
Terry shook his head.
“She sings in night clubs. It’s her first gig in Toronto. She’s from Winnipeg.”
Outside the tent, Chico slept. Every so often there would be low whine from the dog.
“Chico’s dreaming,” Terry said.
“How do you know your cousin sleeps in the nude?” David asked.
“I walked into her room one morning accidentally on purpose.” Terry smiled.
“Oh,” David responded and thought for a moment.
“What do dogs dream about?” he asked.
“Burying bones,” Terry responded and added. “Dog stuff.”
For a long period of time the boys lay on the floor of the tent staring at the ceiling.
“You think everyone is asleep?” David asked.
“Ya,” Terry whispered. “But we got to get by Chico without waking him.”
The boys put on their running shoes and jeans and crawled out of the tent, careful not to wake Chico. They made their way to the back of the yard and over the fence. Making their way through the backyards of the neighbours, they stopped at the Mackenzie house. Mr.s. Mackenzie was standing in the open window of her bathroom applying cream to her arms and shoulders and breasts.
“She sure seems to enjoy that lotion,” Terry giggled as the two boys snuck away into the shadows.
The boys avoided walking on the streets. The streets were too well lit. Neighbours might report their behaviour to their parents. There was always the chance the police might be patrolling. And they might run into other kids, especially older kids like Greg Tower and Bower.
Finally the boys reached the golf course. Late at night it was so peaceful and beautiful. One night the boys had streaked through the course. It amused them to think that middle-aged women would be playing golf on those same fairways the next day. And then there was Doris, a girl who had just started high school at St. Joseph’s. She was two years older than the boys and Terry was in love with her. He would never allow anyone else to watch her undress. David was happy to comply, for the journey to her bedroom window was dangerous - up a tree and along the roof of a garage that had been converted into a television room. David marveled at Terry’s bravado as he edged along the roof of the house, Doris’s parents watching television in the room below.
“She has a diary,” Terry said. “Writes in it every night. I wish I could read it.”
The boys moved on.
“What would you do if we met a girl at night walking through the golf course?” David asked Terry as they wandered along the edge of Etobicoke Creek that meandered through the golf course.
“That’ll never happen,” Terry said. “Girls don’t like to explore.”
“What about last summer?” David reminded Terry.
One warm evening the previous August, just as the sun was setting and the last golfers were making their way home, the boys met two girls. Terry knew both of them. June was a pretty girl with long blonde hair and bright blue eyes. Betty, her best friend, was taller, with dark hair, slightly overweight, with braces on her teeth.
“How come you girls are out here?” Terry asked.
“How come you’re out here?” Betty asked.
“It’s so hot in our house,” Terry explained.
“Well, it’s hot for us too,” June responded.
Both girls giggled. It was obvious that they both had a crush on Terry, but Betty deferred to June as if the two girls had a prior agreement on such matters.
“And my house is just behind us,” Betty added, pointing to a nearby bungalow. There was a dog racing around in the backyard.
Terry turned to David, “I’ll bet they’re ticklish.”
June decided to run, but not with too much urgency. She circled one of the many trees on the course. Terry caught her in the rough and wrestled her to the ground. She started to giggle.
“That tickles,” she cried out, her blond hair tossed around the long grass of the rough.
David watched Terry’s hand crawling under the girl’s blouse.
“No, not there,” June cried out, her voice a pretense of protest, as Terry’s hands wandered at their pleasure.
David turned and looked at Betty. She stood motionless watching her best friend frolicking on the ground at her feet. Betty did not take her eyes off the couple that had begun to kiss and caress each other. David wondered if he was expected to do something with Betty, but realized that as far as Betty or June or Terry was concerned, he was invisible.
“Ya, I remember that,” Terry said, as the boys climbed a hill and sat down on the crest, which fell off into a creek some twenty feet below.
David picked up a small stone and aimed it at the creek.
“I saw a French film once with my cousin.” Terry’s cousin snuck Terry into restricted films on weekends when she was left in charge. “It was about this guy who kept seeing a woman running naked through the woods as he drove by on the highway. Because it was such a busy highway and everyone was driving so fast, he could never stop. And yet he kept driving by the woods.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” David said.
Terry agreed.
“My cousin says that none of the French films make any sense. They’re about ideas.”
David thought about that for a moment then pointed out some flickering lights in the distance.
“Worm pickers,” Terry explained. “They wear miners hats on their head and cans strapped to their knees. The worms freeze when you put a light on them. Like deer in headlights of a car.”
“Remember last winter?” David said.
Terry nodded.
A freak storm had covered the golf course with ice that winter. Terry and David had put on their ice skates and skated the length of the course, up and down the fairways. The sun glistened off the tree branches like a bank of blinking flash cameras. Except for their breathing, the slicing of blades in the ice, and the occasional tree branch cracking under the weight of the ice, there was silence.
“That was so neat,” Terry said shaking his head. “The world should be one big rink.”
David lay back on the grass staring up into the sky. Terry joined him.
“They say that there are more stars in the night sky than grains of sand on a beach,” Terry said, his voice filled with wonder.
“Do you ever think about dieing?” David asked.
Terry shook his head.
“My uncle died,” Terry added. “I had to go to the funeral. Everybody sat around afterwards eating cookies and crying.”
“My dad’s real sick,” David said. “It’s his heart.”
“Ya,” Terry responded. “You think he’s going to die?”
David did not say anything.
“My dad says that when your number comes up, it’s your turn,” Terry said.
“I don’t think my dad’s number has come up,” David said choking back his words.
The boys were silent for some time before Terry spoke up.
“You ever think of people dieing on other planets?” he asked.
The boys heard voices. Terry looked at David and the two boys slipped over the edge of the hill then looked around. Silhouetted against the lights from neighbouring houses, two figures walked, one of them carrying a large bundle on his shoulders. They were coming directly at the boys. David gestured to Terry that they should run. Terry shook his head. They lay very still. There was no moon and they were sunk deep in a pool of black.
“You almost got us caught,” the first voice said. It was a familiar voice but David could not place it.
“I told you the kid was an idiot,” the second figure responded in his defense. David couldn’t miss the sound of Greg Tower. He guessed the other boy was Bower.
“Watch out for the hill!” Greg added. “Fall over that and you’ll break a leg.”
The two teenagers were only a few feet away from Terry and David now. David bit down on his lip. Now was not the time to lose his nerve.
“Why do I always have to carry this shit? It’s heavy,” Bower said.
“Put it down for a minute. We’ll have a cigarette,” Greg suggested.
Terry looked at David. If Bower and Greg lit a match they would be sure to spot the two boys. Terry looked down the hill and the creek below. It was a dangerous escape route. One could easily trip and fall headlong into the shallow creek bed, or turn an ankle or break a leg and worse if they were caught by the two teenagers.
“Friggen matches are wet,” Greg cursed.
“Why don’t we go get a light from those worm pickers we spotted?” Bower responded.
“Oh, that’s a great idea,” Greg spoke with a snarl. “Why don’t we just advertise to the whole golf course that we’re breaking into the local homes? Idiot! What would you do without me?”
There was a pause. Bower was upset.
“You don’t need to talk to me like that all the time.”
Greg spit over the hill, his phlegm landing on David’s back.
“Where did that kid go?” Greg cried.
“He just run off as soon as he heard the dog,” Bower said. “In this darkness it’s difficult to see anyone. We should have brought along a flashlight. We’ll need him again if we’re going to get into any of these houses. I’d get stuck trying to crawl through the milk box.”
“You’d get stuck going through the garage door,” Greg barked back. “He’d better not talk.”
“He won’t talk,” Bower said assuredly. “He knows his skin won’t be worth shit if he opens his mitt. Maybe he went back to the hide out.”
“Pick up that stuff,” Greg said.
The two teenagers continued along the edge of the hill towards Echo Valley. When they had gone a good distance and were out of hearing distance, Terry and David crawled up to the top of the hill and hid behind a bush.
“Whatdya figure they were doing?” David whispered.
“Ain’t it obvious?” Terry replied. “They’re thieves. And they were only a few feet away from us. If they had spotted us….”
Terry did not continue. The boys did not want to contemplate what might have happened.
“I never knew anyone who actually stole from anyone’s house,” David said. “Higgins stole some candy from Rigby’s but that was small potatoes. Did you see the size of the sack Bower was carrying? Must be a lot of stuff in there. Can’t go walking around the streets with all that stuff, the cops would stop you. Where do you figure their hideout is?”
“From the direction they’re walking,” Terry replied, “I’m guessing it’s in Echo Valley. There is a lot of brush down there and plenty of places you could hide stuff. Maybe they’ve hid it in a hollowed out tree, or up in the high branches of those Elm trees or maybe they’ve buried it in the ground like the pirates used to do. They’d have to keep the stuff there until they could find a fence.”
David nodded in agreement though he was not sure what a fence was.
“Who do you think their accomplice is?” David asked.
“I heard that too,” Terry replied. “Maybe its someone we know. Could be Marcus?”
David shook his head. “Marcus would tell me and besides him and Greg don’t get along. If it was Higgins, everyone would have heard about it long ago. Do you think it’s that Indian kid?”
“Maybe,” Terry replied. “Do you think there’s a reward on their heads?”
“I never heard of any,” David replied. “We shouldn’t talk about this to anyone. If word gets back to Greg and Bower, we’re dead.”
“Ya,” Terry added. “No use turning anyone in if there’s no reward.”
David agreed and the two boys made a solemn pledge to each other to keep their lips sealed. Two days later the two boys told Marcus everything. He also pledged his silence. Marcus suggested that the three of them search Echo Valley for signs of the buried treasure. He agreed with Terry that certainly the loot had been buried. For the next few days the boys prowled through the thick underbrush of the valley but found nothing.
Chapter Twenty Six
The Home Run
David had promised his mother that spring that he would become an altar boy. Mrs. Hallowell had dreams of her son becoming a priest although David showed no outward signs of a calling.
“Quit fidgeting!” she would bark in his ear during Mass. The boy could not help himself. Every Mass was the same to David and even Father O’Brian’s histrionic sermons had long ago lost their power over him. But that spring David’s mother had arranged for David and his father to attend a special retreat for the men of the parish.
David had never seen the priest that ran the retreat before. A tall handsome man, Father Strickland had a deep powerful voice that echoed throughout the Church. One minute he was telling a joke, jokes were unheard of during Father O’Brian’s sermons, and the next moment Father Strickland was flaying the assembled men for their evil thoughts. He talked about greed, envy, pride, even lust. It was stirring. David had never felt so ashamed nor so exulted in one brief moment. David was converted. He even made an attempt at reading the bible. In a moment of weakness, as he later recalled it, he promised his mother he would become an altar boy. Mrs. Hallowell wept and hugged David so tightly that, had he succumbed that moment to death, he was sure that he would have gone straight to heaven.
Lessons for the prospective altar boys were held each Wednesday and Thursday during the noon hour lunch break in the auditorium of the school. Father O’Brian gave each of the boys a pamphlet containing the responses the boys were expected to memorize. When David showed the pamphlet to his mother, Mrs. Hallowell took it upon herself to tutor her son.
“Et cum spiritu tu tuo,” she said and asked David to repeat the Latin.
“And come spear it too too oh,” he said then asked what it meant.
“That doesn’t matter,” his mother said. “Just learn it.”
“Why is it in Latin?”
“It just is,” his mother said. “Mass was in Latin when I was young. It’s God’s language.”
“Do people talk like this?” David asked.
“They used to,” his mother said with a warm smile. She had never felt so close to her son.
“Why did they stop?” David asked. “Too many to’s?”
“Latin is a dead language,” his mother explained.
“You mean only dead people speak it?”
His mother glared at him. David lowered his eyes and stared at the pamphlet.
“David, you’re not taking this seriously enough,” she said. “To a Catholic, the Mass is the greatest of the sacraments. It is not to be treated as a joke.”
“Sorry,” David responded.
“Shall we continue?”
David looked up.
“Did grandma speak Latin?” he asked.
“No,” his mother replied. “What does Granny Murphy have to do with it?”
“She’s dead, ain’t she?”
Mrs. Hallowell put down the pamphlet. There were tears in her eyes.
“You’ll have to do this on your own. I can see that my help is not appreciated. Just remember, David, you have made a promise to become an altar boy. If you break that promise, God will punish you.”
David made the first two classes and struggled through the Latin. As well as learning the Latin, there were a number of rituals the boys were expected to remember. David could make no sense of anything. His mind began to drift. Outside in the schoolyard he could hear children playing. And in the depths of his hearing, he could hear the sound of a baseball being hit by a bat. The school team was practicing for their big game against St. Gregory’s. There was a general dislike between the two schools. The children from Our Lady of Peace were from working class families. Most of their fathers worked in factories or were tradesmen. The children at St. Gregory’s were from wealthy families. Their fathers were professionals, doctors and lawyers or men who owned their own businesses. David wondered what God would choose. Would he want David to serve Mass or would he want David to help the oppressed? During the next lesson, David was back outside in the yard, playing center field.
Weeks passed. Mrs. Hallowell asked how the altar boys lessons were going and David did not have the heart to tell her that he had quit. Several weeks later when the names of the new altar boys were announced during Mass, Mrs. Hallowell’s heart was broken.
“I’ll go next year,” David assured his mother when the family arrived home from Mass.
“Your father is very ill,” Mrs. Hallowell said, her voice breaking. “It’s been his dream that you would become an altar boy.”
David knew that it was his mother’s dream and not his father’s, but there was nothing to be gained by arguing the point.
“Promise me as God is your witness!” his mother sniffled, dabbing at her eyes with a Kleenex.
“I promise!” David said.
Mrs. Hallowell smiled and gave her son a hug. David waited patiently for his mother to release him then quietly stole upstairs to change. Some of the boys were going to practice for the game the next day.
David was nervous when he stepped up to bat. All of Our Lady of Peace had come out to watch the baseball game in Central Park. Our Lady of Peace was four runs down, the bases were loaded, and David was the last batter. It was three o’clock and all the children had to return to their schools. The pitcher for St. Gregory’s had walked the last three batters, his sudden wildness threatening the final outcome of the game. David watched the first two pitches come in for balls. He knew that the next ball would be slower, something he could hit. And hit it he did. The ball seemed to hang in the blue sky forever. Everyone watched in silence as the ball leisurely made its way over the right field fence, falling into Etobicoke Creek. The crowd went wild, screaming and yelling.
“We’ve tied it!” the roar went up.
David trotted around the bases. He wished his father could have seen the hit. He couldn’t wait to get home and tell him what had happened. All his players met David at home plate and hugged and patted him on the back. The coach for St. Elizabeth walked over to Mr. Brown, the coach of Our Lady of Peace. There was a conference. David was out. He had missed touching first base. The game was over. St. Gregory’s had won. The crowd stopped cheering.
On the way home with Wilson, David hardly spoke.
“Did you really miss first base?” Marcus asked.
David looked forlornly at Marcus and shrugged his shoulders. In all the excitement, he couldn’t remember.
“I don’t know how I could feel so great one minute and so terrible the next,” David said, his head lowered, staring at the ground.
Marcus shook his head.
“You sure hit it a long way,” he said trying to console the crest fallen hero.
“I wish I’d struck out,” David responded wondering how he was going to tell his father.
“Why didn’t Brown argue with the coach from St. Gregory’s?” Marcus asked. “My old man would never have let that happen.”
“It wasn’t Mr. Brown,” David responded. “It was God’s fault. He doesn’t like baseball.”
Chapter Twenty Seven
Bicycle Thieves
Hundreds of bicycles leaned against the schoolyard fences of all sizes and colours. Some bikes were propped against the fence, others had fallen over and were wound inside each other like sleeping lovers. Some wheels were still spinning, sunlight blinking off the polished silver spokes. Other bikes had turned to rust. Some bikes were caked in mud and long grass. When the school bell announced the end of class for that day, the shouts and screams of children raced across the yard to their bikes, a traffic jam barging out through the narrow gates of the school into the street. Hearts pounded, lungs gasped for breathe, loose fenders rattled, bells rang, as each child raced to escape and head for home.
When Marcus stopped riding his bike, it was handed to his brother Paul, the next in line in the O’Reilly family. Paul’s bike, which was held together with wires, was handed down to Peter. Peter’s bike, which was too small for him to ride, was handed down to Simon. Simon wanted a new bike.
When asked why he no longer wanted to ride his bike, Marcus replied, “Any place I want to get to, a bike won’t take me.”
“What the heck does that mean?” Higgins asked.
Marcus smiled enigmatically.
Some boys had already begun looking at motorcycles. Honda had just released a small economic machine called a 55. Terry McDougall was saving up his money to buy a small Honda.
“My mom wants to know why you want a motorcycle?” David asked as the two boys lay in nature’s lawn chair, the ditch in front of David’s house.
“Chicks dig motorcycles,” Terry responded profoundly. “You can’t get no chicks with a bicycle. Look at Brando and James Dean. I’ve already bought a pair of leather gloves. They’ve got a logo of an orange lightning rod on them.”
Penny already knew how to drive his father’s car. He had been trained on country roads up north near his family cottage.
“You can’t believe the feeling of power you get when those wheels spin then grip the road, spitting out stones,” he explained.
“So it’s the power?” David asked.
Penny smiled.
“Power, and that back seat.”
“Not with my sisters,” Marcus reminded him.
For the rest of the older boys, bikes were abandoned because of the image they conveyed. They were entering high school soon and bicycles were associated with childhood. They were not cool. Even though Michael Power was several blocks further from their homes than Our Lady of Peace, none of the boys intended to ride a bike to school.
“My older brother said that no one rides a bike to school,” Higgins said.
“Nobody?” David asked.
“Well,” Higgins responded, “no one except this nerdy kid named Hugo. He’s going to go to college and become a dentist. Who wants to be a dentist in high school?”
“I guess you won’t have to worry about that,” Wilson said.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Higgins asked.
“With your marks you’ll be lucky to graduate from elementary school,” Wilson responded.
Everyone laughed.
“My dad’s a lawyer,” Higgins responded. “How far in school did your old man go?”
Wilson dropped his eyes.
“I thought so,” Higgins said and yanked up his trousers.
One night in the middle of June, all the bicycles in the neighbourhood were stolen. No one had ever thought of locking them up. Bikes were left strewn across lawns, leaning against fences, dropped on patios, left in unlocked garages. The O’Reilly family was completely wiped out. Six bikes gone. The Cunninghams’, Wrights’, Taylors’, McGuires’ all lost their bikes. The Reaper’s rose bush that had entangled itself in the spokes of David’s bike over the spring was torn right out of the ground and dragged up the street.
When David and Terry followed the trail of rose petals up to the schoolyard, they found a police car and two officers taking notes. Baby seats that had been ripped off the bikes were strewn across the yard. It had been a well-organized foray. A truck had been reported in the school parking lot the night before and was now suspected of being the getaway vehicle.
“You think Greg and Bower had anything to do with this?” David asked.
Terry shook his head.
“I wouldn’t put anything past those two,” Terry said, “except that this job seems too organized. Those two couldn’t plan a fart.”
“Well,” Marcus said, “I’ll bet a bottom dollar that they’re involved somehow.”
A policeman moved around the yard from group to group of children and adults asking questions. Marcus didn’t want to talk to the policeman so the two boys moved off. Out of the side of his eye he thought he saw the policeman looking at them suspiciously.
To the older kids, it was all an incredible feat of daring. To the younger children, it was a shock. They walked around like victims of a terrible catastrophe.
Daniel Leonard, a small portly eight year old, stood off to one side of the yard weeping uncontrollably. He’d just gotten the bike the week before. It had been a birthday present.
Mary O’Dwyer asked if anyone had seen her dog, Pebbles. Someone had heard the dog the night before running up the street barking.
Little Pat McGarvey asked anyone, who would listen, “Next time the bicycle thieves return, are they going to take us?”
The boys stopped at the gate to speak to Higgins. Marcus stuffed his hands in his pockets as he sucked on a cigarette, a new habit he had recently acquired. He looked at David and shook his head.
“I’ve never seen a crime scene before.”
A wind swirled around the grounds, picking up dust and pieces of paper. The boys turned away to protect their eyes. The wind that was once filled with laughter no longer seemed to have a voice.
“I heard that they’re selling the bikes to kids in Quebec,” Higgins said.
On the way down Botfield Avenue Marcus sucked deeply on his cigarette, coughed and then spat.
“My old man is going to be pissed when he hears that all our bikes got stolen. He’s going to blame it on me.”
“He can’t do that,” David protested. “You didn’t have anything to do with it.”
Marcus flipped his cigarette into the ditch.
“You don’t know my old man. He’ll find a way. You can bet on that.”
The boys stepped into Rigby’s where Marcus bought a package of cigarettes. David glanced at the sex magazines. Father O’Brian stepped out of the barbershop behind the store and slapped David on the shoulder. David blushed. Had the priest seen him peeking at the naked women on the covers of the magazines? Marcus slipped his cigarettes into his back pocket.
“What are you boys up to?” the priest asked.
“Nothing, Father,” Marcus replied.
The priest escorted the two boys to the front door of the shop.
“You shouldn’t be hanging around in there, fellas,” the priest said when they were outside.
“Yes, Father,” David said, his head bowed.
The priest looked up into the blue sky.
“What a marvelous day!” he said. “You boys look down in the mouth.”
“Someone has stolen all the bikes in the area,” Marcus said.
Father O’Brian looked at the boys with a concerned expression on his face.
“Do you think they’ll go to hell, Father?” David asked.
“I’m not sure, Greg…”
“David,” David interjected.
“I’m not sure, David. It’s not up to us to make those decisions. We have to leave that in God’s hands.”
The priest patted the boys on the arms then stepped over to his car.
“Cheer up, fellas,” the priest said as he stepped into his car. “Maybe those bikes will find their way into the hands of boys and girls who aren’t as blessed as you.”
The boys waved the priest goodbye. David saw a bag of golf clubs in the back seat.
“See how he’d feel if someone stole his car,” Marcus said, taking out his package of cigarettes to light one up.
“Or his golf clubs,” David added.
It was later that afternoon that the two boys met Terry.
“We were just on our way to see you,” David said.
“You hear about the big heist?” Marcus asked offering Terry a cigarette.
Terry shook his head. There was a strange look on Terry’s face.
“You gotta get home, David,” he said.
“Shit!” David said. “Why can’t my sister learn to cut the lawn?”
Terry shook his head.
“It’s not the lawn,” Terry said. “It’s your dad.”
David stared at Terry for a minute trying to decipher the meaning of Terry’s words. He couldn’t ask Terry to explain. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew what was wrong, but he didn’t want to hear the words. He ran.
As fast as his legs could move, David ran. Along Bloor Street and then down Botfield. From a distance he could see a crowd in front of his house. Behind him David could hear Terry and Marcus running, yelling at him to wait for them. Then David saw the ambulance. He stopped for a minute. A terrible feeling rose from deep in his stomach. He bent over and vomited. Before he could move again, Terry grabbed his shirt.
“Wait!” Terry cried.
“No!” David yelled, tears running down his face. He ran as fast as he could and only stopped when he reached the crowd of neighbours who had gathered on the Reapers lawn next to his house.
Terry’s mother who was standing on their front lawn, grabbed him. She had been crying.
“Your mother needs you, David,” she said, hugging Terry.
David looked at Mrs. McDougall. He wanted to ask her what was wrong. But he was afraid of the answer. He turned to his house. Two ambulance attendants were loading a stretcher into the ambulance. His mother was standing next to them. Sandra was standing on the top of the steps leading to their front door. She was crying. No one seemed to notice him. David walked across the lawn toward his mother. When she saw her son, she screamed.
David felt dead. He found himself standing in crowds of adults over the next few days, dressed in the new suit his parents had bought him the previous spring. He stood at attention, staring straight ahead. Mrs. Hallowell kept hugging him. His sister kept crying. At the funeral Mass he couldn’t hear what Father O’Brian said. In the long drive to the graveyard, he sat motionless in the limousine. At the grave sight, his mother was comforted by her sisters. His uncle Leonard held Sandra in his arms. David stood alone staring at the hole in the ground where his father had been lowered. He looked around. Everything had stopped. It was as if time had stopped, as if everyone was a prisoner in a photograph. David was not in the photograph. He was invisible.
THE END
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