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***

“Why are you always hanging around here?”

Joan Green, the vice-principal of Our Lady of Peace School looked over her glasses, two television sets poised like a teeter-totter on her nose, at me.

“Oh, Joan!” I smiled with my patented reassuring charm.

Joan, self-assured and confident in both voice and posture with strength of purpose only a teacher of many years could possess, was not impressed.

“Parents are complaining,” she said.

I turned my eyes from Joan to the school. Our Lady of Peace was a two-floor yellow brick building, designed by a tired and frugal imagination. The Separate School System had been designed to reassure a Catholic minority in the province of Ontario that the faith of their children would not be undermined by the Protestant establishment. It made no such promises about the imagination. O.L.P. was one of the first separate schools built in the western suburbs of Toronto after World War Two.

“What an ugly building,” I said.

“What?” Joan asked.

I pointed at the school. 

“Looks like a damn warehouse. And the color of the brick! Cat piss when the females are in heat.”

I could hear Joan sigh behind me. I turned around

Joan looked at me with that schoolmarm charm and spoke. 

“They get nervous when they see an old man in baggy pants hanging around the schoolyard.”

“Ah!” I chuckled. “They’re upset with my wardrobe. Clowns have baggy pants."

Joan was not smiling. I couldn’t keep my eyes off her upper lip. Several long hairs were curling up towards her nostrils. God, they’re going to invade, I thought to myself. I wondered if she were aware of the growth. Terrible thing when the sexes start imitating each other. Women start growing moustaches; men start growing breasts.

“How is it possible that I make them nervous?” I asked. I knew what she meant but I wanted her to spit it out, to declare it publicly. 

Joan crossed her arms over her bosom. I knew she thought I was staring at her breasts. How could one help not staring at them? They were like a shelf. She could have stacked jars of preserves across them. 

“Don’t act the fool, Mr. Wilson,” Joan sighed. You know you’re getting old when you try the patience of someone younger. “Parents are nervous about males, especially old men with big smiles and deep pockets.”

“Santa Claus has deep pockets.”

“You call their children by their first names.”

“Shall I call them Mister and Misses?”

“They’re frightened of your familiarity!”

Joan took a deep breath. Of course I knew exactly what Joan meant. The parents thought I was a dirty old man. The myth of the old man who gives children candy in exchange for an exploration of their knickers. In the Middle Ages it had been old women, witches, stepmothers, who had felt the wrath of paranoid parents. Now it was old men.

“Why are they so afraid?” I asked. “Have I ever done anything to any of these children? “

Joan bit down on her lip. She was ashamed. 

I looked away. I too was ashamed, ashamed that I had tricked Joan into feelings of guilt. 

“I met my wife here,” I said. It was a lie. “It was an orchard at the time. Such lovely apples.”

“I’m not suggesting, Mr. Wilson...” Joan began.

“Call me Frank,” I interrupted.

“I’m not suggesting, Frank, that you would harm any of these children. But parents today have concerns. It’s not like it used to be.”

“Of course it’s like it used to be,” I reprimanded the vice-principal.

“You have only to read the newspapers,” Joan continued.

“What kind of stories do you think Irish mothers told their children about the Vikings?” I asked.

Joan was silent. She glared at me with the schoolmarms glare, the rebuttal teachers’ use against impudent students. 

“There used to be more bicycles,” I said.

Joan looked around the schoolyard.

“They used to line the fences,” I continued. 

“Yes,” Joan smiled. 

I remembered that smile. It was owned by a little girl in pigtails and braces who one day fell on the asphalt (that some school board bureaucrat felt would save money) and scraped her knee. She hadn’t reacted right away but looked around and finding me watching her forgot about the blood trickling down her knee.

“When we were kids,” Joan smiled softly, “you could hardly find a place to lean your bike along the fence. Now, only a handful of children bring bikes. Their parents are afraid. Everyone is afraid.”

“You used to wear pigtails?” I asked.

Joan looked at me and smiled.

“You used to do those tricks with yo-yos,” she recalled.

“And you had braces,” I said. “You were irresistible.”

Joan’s eyes light up. 

“You were there the day I fell and scraped my knee. I remember your smile. For a brief moment, it made me forget the cuts on my leg. I thought you were my guardian angel.”

There was a long silence between us. Joan seemed suddenly perplexed by my presence.

“That was a long time ago,” I said.

“Yes,” Joan nodded. 

“You’re wondering why I’m not dead,” I laughed.

Joan blushed, “Well, I....”

“Perhaps I was your guardian angel,” I grinned. “Perhaps I am all these children’s guardian angel.”

I had gone too far. Joan’s smile hardened.

“You must leave the children alone. Don’t you have any place else to go?”

I shook my head.

Joan took a deep breath before applying a devastating submission hold to our discussion.

“I don’t want to have to call the police. Why do you want to hang around this area anyway? There can’t be much to interest you.”

I took a deep breath.

“I can’t leave,” I said. 

***

Nobody believes me. They see an old man stumbling along the street, his head slightly bowed, his shoulders rounded, his baggy pants and scuffed shoes, patches on his jacket elbows, pockets sagging, feet dragging along the pavement, and they can’t imagine that I’ve been anything but an old man. And they are right. So caught up in the turmoil and excitement of their lives, they don’t see time rushing passed the window, don’t see that they are becoming me. Wealth, prestige, fame, all the laurels and honors of life mean nothing if you die young. Being old is life’s ambition. I am the pinnacle of human existence. They think that I am very old. The joke is on them. I am older than that.

***

I was the caretaker of the orchard hired by the Shaver family in the early part of the nineteenth century, I was given a little shack in the middle of an orchard. There were some pear trees and the odd peach tree but mostly it was apple trees. Tidy rows of Russets and Macintosh and Snows. It was like paradise, drifting in and out of sleep. Days, months, moments dreaming about white petals opening their lips to sunlight and bees. Eyes closed feeling the wind, the swaying of branches like the arms of chorus girls, the weight of fruit heavy on the vine, like the breasts of pregnant women heavy with milk. Smiling and listening to the rustle of the long grass and squirrels leaping like monkeys through the branches. Chuckling with the sound of apples falling to the ground with a thud, one after another like a child’s feet running downstairs on Christmas morning. Taking in the lovely aroma of worms and ants crawling over the broken flesh of fruit. And then there were the Shavers.

What a colorless lot the Shaver family was. Strict Methodists they were forbidden to drink, dance, play cards, smoke. But they were hard workers. Being dull as dishwater did not prevent them from thriving. They built a rich and prosperous farm called Applewood Acres in the land west of Islington, a village outside Toronto. Involved in all aspects of social and political life, the Shavers were responsible for building two Methodist churches, later called Islington United and Kingsway Lambton. They also contributed to the construction of the first school in the area west of Islington, named the Swamp School because of the number of frogs and snakes in the area.

I tried to have as little to do with the Shavers as possible. The feeling was mutual. I was never invited to the Shaver home and I considered that social rebuke a blessing. I suppose they felt sorry for a disheveled old man wandering aimlessly through their property and offered me the caretaker position out of Christian charity.  Some time during the 1920’s or 1930’s (I am terrible with dates), the Shavers sold much of their land to Timothy Eaton who used the farm to supply his stores with dairy products. Eaton had no use for apples. A thin vermicular fellow named Davenport was sent to my hut to fire me.

“Why didn’t Timmy come himself?” I asked.

“Mr. Eaton is a very busy man,” young Davenport informed me in a cold clerical voice. “It is a full time job running the Eaton Empire.”

“An empire!” I responded sarcastically. “Is that what he calls it?”

Looking down the long sharp blade of a nose, Davenport bit his words into small intelligible morsels.

“The Eaton family appreciates that it will take some time for you to tidy up your affairs, Mr. Wilson. Would a week suffice?”

I smiled at Davenport.

“Does that hurt? Your nostrils being pinched like that?”

A week, five minutes, it was all the same to me. 

“The Mississauga Indians used to live on this site,” I said.

Davenport cleared his throat. I thought for a moment he was going to spit on me with some multi-syllabic verb. 

“What are Mr. Eaton’s plans for the orchard?” I asked.

Davenport remained committed to his military posture.

“I am not privy to Mr. Eaton’s plans.”

“The trees have to be cared for,” I responded. “Groomed, manicured, thinned and pruned. They cannot survive in the wild. Chaos will follow. It starts with the apples and moves up the food chain.”

Davenport turned and walked back to his automobile.

“You have a week, sir!”

***

Father larose stood at the entrance of Our Lady of Peace Church and preached to the crowd gathered on the steps and spilling out onto Bloor Street. Traffic was blocked in both directions. Car horns honked, motorists screamed in frustration but still the priest continued to preach. He preached about the illusion of permanence, about the certainty of death, about the bureaucratic neatness of time. God did not operate on a punch clock. The soul of man was always a child. Salvation was as messy as a teenager’s room. We must imitate Christ, climb up onto the Cross, and be crucified with Him, the priest declared.

And then the police arrived and dragged Father Larose off the steps and into a police cruiser. I looked in on the priest as he sat in the back, sad and friendless. I had never been so proud of him. The police dispersed the crowd. Moments later the cruiser sped off into the afternoon.

The next Sunday the pastor informed his congregation that Father Larose had a nervous breakdown. He had been placed in an institution for rest. I looked up at the cross behind the pastor, at the nails in the feet and hands of Christ, put there I thought so he wouldn’t step down off the Cross and start preaching in front of the Church. And I recalled the sad smile on Father Larose’s face sitting like a criminal in the back seat of the cruiser, abandoned. 

***

There were three main roads that crossed each other forming what was called for many years, The Six Points. Bloor and Dundas Streets ran east-west crossing each other twice, for the second time at Kipling Avenue, which ran north-south. In the early 1950’s there was a gas station and hotel on the east side of Kipling. On the west side of Kipling there were several homes including a large three-story house where a pair of doctors, brothers, lived. To the south of Bloor and east of Kipling, there was the Westwood Theatre and a small family restaurant. And south of the theatre a train track leading out of the city and feeding the small towns west of Toronto. It was a quiet uneventful geography. All this would change dramatically with the engineering frenzy of the “Spaghetti Junction.” People came from miles away in order to drive through the maze of roads, underpasses, off-ramps. Young children, mostly boys, would sit on the hill overlooking the “Spaghetti Junction” trying to unravel its meaning. Later they would attempt to recapture its complexity on paper to impress their parents. It was to everyone’s mind, the perfect solution. “It will last forever!” they would proclaim. Something marvelous had appeared.

***

At the crossroads of Dundas, Bloor and Kipling there was a gas station where I spent many pleasant hours. The station had originally been a stable, owned by a blacksmith named Jim Nielson. Jim died during the First World War outside a Belgian village called Hamme. His nephew, a boy named Pete, inherited the stable and in a remarkably short period of time transformed the establishment into a petrol station as it was called at the time.

“What’s up today, Mr. Wilson?” Pete asked. In 1952, Pete was a man in his mid-fifties. Things were changing rapidly in the area. Most of the farms had been bought up, turned by developers with names like Shipp into large housing developments. The assembly line had reached the suburbs, where identical houses were produced in massive numbers overnight. Around the Six Points, great clouds of dust rose each morning from the roads and houses, apartments and stores under construction.

I leaned against one of the pumps.

“Been over to the new school, they’re building. Catholic school. You Catholic, Pete?”

Pete smacked the side of a Coke machine, which gave birth to a small bottle. Pete slapped its cap off. 

“Hell no!” Pete shook his head as he guzzled down the Coke.  “Presbyterian.”

“You attend St. Andrews?” I asked.

“Always mean to,” Pete responded. “How about you, Mr. Wilson?”

“I like to think that I belong to all churches,” I responded, shaking my head. “Ugly looking school, Our Lady of Peace. Yellow brick. God only knows where they came up with that color.”

“Smythe probably gave them a deal,” Pete suggested.

“All the space around here and they give the kids a yard the size of a postage stamp.”

“Always figured you for a Catholic,” Pete wiped his mouth and slid his drained bottle into a container for empties. Then Pete took a small bag out of his shirt pocket and began to roll himself a cigarette.

“Now why,” I laughed, “would you assume that I was a papist?”

Pete shrugged.

“You seem so sure of yourself.”

I grunted.

The cigarette that Pete now lit hung precariously on the edge of his smile. Pete liked to get me upset.

“You should get married,” I replied with the only response I could think of to get Pete’s blood pressure up.

Two women in a long black sedan pulled up into the station. Pete sauntered over the driver’s side. There was a blond in the passenger seat, closest to me. She was smoking a cigarette. She glanced over at me and rewarded my stare with a smile. She was a knockout. After the car left, Pete walked back shaking his head.

“Something funny?” I asked.

“Teachers never looked like that when I was a kid,” Pete grinned. “They came out to have a look at the new Catholic school. Somebody has a rich daddy.”

 “Why do you say that?” I asked.

“How do you figure she could afford a Chrysler on a teacher’s salary?”

Pete flicked another ash off his cigarette, coughed, looked at me and then away. 

“How long have I known you, Mr. Wilson?”

I thought for a moment. I had never been very strong in math.

“A long time,” I said.

“Almost forty years,” Pete responded. “In all that time, how come you’ve never asked me over to your place for dinner?”

I looked at Pete. Something else lurked behind Pete’s query. What did he really want?

“Never?” I asked.

Pete shook his head. “Not even when old Mary passed on. Not once.”

“I didn’t know that you were so sensitive,” I replied.

“I find it kind of peculiar,” Pete grinned, his cigarette bobbing up and down on his lip as he talked.

I shook my head. “How long has Mary been dead?”

“Now there you go again,” Pete laughed. “Always changing the topic of conversation. Mary used to say that you should have been a politician. She sure was curious about you, Mr. Wilson. I think it might have shortened old Mary’s life.”

Pete coughed.

“You ought to take care of that,” I said.

“Nothing serious,” Pete assured me. “Just a cigarette cough.”

I looked at Pete and saw him hooked to machines, gasping for each breath.

“Did you get the blonde’s name?” I asked.

Pete cleared his throat. “What blonde?”

“The teacher in the Chrysler.”

Pete smiled. “The driver was a red head.”

“You always did have a knack with teachers,” I laughed.

A flash of anger shot across Pete’s eyes. He dropped his cigarette and ground it into the dust, turned and walked back into garage. I watched him pass an advertisement for Eddy’s safety matches on the garage wall. It was a drawing of a baby. Underneath the drawing were the words, “If he eats them, don’t worry.” 

***

Father Fred Larose cleared his throat. As he did several parishioners were jolted awake. Bums pressed against the hardwood benches squealed. Someone coughed. A baby cried. Father Larose looked down from the pulpit. “We must learn to forgive ourselves!”

***

I was getting ill: dizziness, nausea, cold sweats and a deep sense of dread, the origins of which I could never put my finger on. Dr. Holmes blamed my bouts on erratic sleep habits. I almost never slept. There was one stretch of time, several weeks, when I never nodded off. Time stood still for me and therefore I never got tired. A very peculiar sensation.  This was not the norm.

Usually I couldn’t stay put in one time. One moment I was scooping a brook trout out of a cold ancient stream with my bare hands and the next moment I was standing in line at Apache Burger to place an order for their famous onion rings. I flipped from time to time like a bee from blossom to blossom. Cats noticed this about me but cared less. Dogs, on the other hand, resented my sudden intrusions and I was forced on more than one occasion to seek refuge from the beasts in a stranger’s house.

“You must rest more,” Dr. Holmes advised. “And I’d like to run a few tests.”

“Something has alarmed you?” I asked.

Dr. Holmes flashed his doctoral smile.

“I don’t like these blackouts you’re having and this sense of disorientation.”

I was walking up Kipling Avenue to see the Kingsway, the first paved road in the area. I’d heard that a developer by the name of Home Smith was putting the road through and I was anxious to see an asphalt street. It would be my first. By the time I got there, the Kingsway had already been paved. Had been paved for some time if I could judge by the look of the road. And Kipling Avenue had been paved. As had most of the driveways.

I stopped by the Brounridge’s Hotel on the corner of Burnhamthorpe Road and Dundas Street for a pint. When I stepped out of the hotel a few hours later, Thorncrest Motors appeared across the street. It had not been there earlier that day. And when I turned to re-enter the bar for a nightcap. Brounridge’s Hotel had been replaced by a Loblaws store.

David L. Streight, the manager of the United Empire Bank stood outside what had become a Bank of Nova Scotia. I put my arm around his shoulder.

“This isn’t my bank,” he trembled.

“Progress,” I reassured him.

He looked up at me. There was in his eyes the most terrible expression of terror. He pointed at me, then turned and ran down the street.

It didn’t stop there. Canning Avenue had been renamed Cordova. As I walked east past the cemetery on Dundas Street, a senior’s home replaced Gordon’s Dairy. I took a seat on a nearby bench to rest. Everything was moving too fast, changing to fast. I felt faint. An old woman at the other end of the bench smiled at me.

“Isn’t it a lovely morning?” she said.

Easy for you to say, I thought to myself, but nodded politely.

“You’re awfully lonely, aren’t you?” she smiled, turning to look at me. “Would you like to come back to my flat for a cup of tea? It would do you a world of good.”

The old woman stood up and moved over to me. She reached down and gently grabbed my hand. I followed sheepishly.

Her name was Mary and she had a small cottage on Royalavon. As soon as we stepped in the side door and entered the kitchen I was hit by the dank musty smell of death. I recognized the smell. Mary put a kettle on the stove. I took a seat at the kitchen table.

Mary turned to me. “You may take off your shoes, dear. I don’t mind.”

I suddenly realized how sore my feet were, but declined her offer. I looked around the kitchen and down the hallway that led into the parlor. Things looked strangely familiar. Mary put a plate of tea biscuits and a bowl of raspberry jam, my favorite, on the table.

“I was afraid that something had happened to you,” she smiled comfortingly.

I stared at her. Who the hell are you, old woman? I said to myself.

The kettle whistled. A moment later a cup and saucer were placed on the table in front of me, and a moment after that the cup was filled with black steaming tea.

Mary sat down.

“Now, dear, what have you been up to?”

***

Charlie owned Rigby’s Hobby Shop. He was one of those young men who because of posture, belly, loss of hair and attitude look middle aged shortly after leaving high school. He had purchased the confectionery off Rigby and never bothered to change the name. Rigby’s was a long narrow shop. Along one wall and behind the long counter that ran down the west side of the store were boxes of model airplanes, automobiles, warships, Matchbox cars, a 1957 calendar of the Toronto Maple Leafs, Dinky toys, special paints and glues, cigarettes, cigars, pipe tobacco, and pipes. At one end of the counter next to the window on the floor was a red box cooler with a sliding metal top which when opened revealed bottles of soda pop in freezing cold water. On the east wall of the shop were the magazines: auto mechanics, comics, women’s magazines, and nudies. At the far end of the counter was the cash register. And at the far end of the shop next to the cash register was the door leading to George’s Barbershop.

It was Charlie’s magazine stand that got him in trouble with various church groups. Father Percy Johnson, a former wartime chaplain, led a crusade against the store. Sermons were made from the pulpit; speeches were made before the Parent Teachers’ Association. A boycott of the store was organized. The key to the failure of the boycott was that George’s was the only barbershop in the area and the barbershop could only be entered by going through Rigby’s. It was a choice between principals and long hair. Good grooming won out.

It wasn’t the magazine stand or George’s Barber Shop that made Rigby’s a thriving enterprise. It was Charlie’s wife Irene. Several years his junior, Irene could have been mistaken for his daughter. An attractive young woman with long black hair, a beautiful smile that she kept tucked to the side of her face, Irene was blessed with a full voluptuous figure and she did nothing to hide it. To the contrary, Irene dressed in a manner that drew attention to her finer qualities. Tight sweaters always had the top two or three buttons undone revealing a frilly black lacy brassiere, which could barely restrain her ample bosom. Her skirts were also worn tight, hugging her round pear shaped bottom. When she walked through the shop, all the customer’s in George’s leaned forward to catch a glimpse. Even the barber’s stopped cutting for those brief escapades. Accidents might happen. 

“You have a charming wife, Charlie,” I said. 

“What?” Charlie muttered, as he grazed across the daily newspaper spread across the counter. Unless you had money in your hand, Charlie never looked you in the eye. 

“Do you ever get jealous?” I asked.

Charlie popped the gum he was chewing. Charlie was always chewing gum. George the barber also chewed gum. And for a while, Tony the other barber, also chewed gum, but gave it up for cigarettes. I wondered if Irene was the cause of this manic mastication.

“For an old man, you’ve got a lot to say for yourself,” Charlie muttered, turning the pages of the sports section. Rocky Nelson had just won another game for the Maple Leafs with his late inning heroics. Charlie wasn’t interested in baseball. He was leafing his way through to the racing results. Charlie followed the horses and always had a pencil stuck behind his ear to check off the various race results.

“At my age, that’s all you can do is talk,” I joked. Charlie didn’t laugh. He never laughed. 

“Ya, sure,” Charlie responded ignoring me, continuing to graze, pop his gum, and perform handsomely other involuntary bodily functions.

“You don’t have any children,” I said.

“What?”

“Children. You don’t have any children.”

“Nope.”

“Planning to have any?” I asked.

Charlie turned the page of the newspaper, stopped for a moment, then turned the page back, looked for something in the paper, read it, and then turned the page again.

“Who plans for kids?” he responded.

***

“You don’t have any children?” I asked on another day. 

“Nope,” Irene responded, leaning over the counter, reading a magazine, popping her gum. There was a picture of Natalie Wood on the page.

“You don’t like children?” I asked.

I stared down at Irene’s breasts, revealed by the u-shaped neckline of her sweater. Even at my age I could feel the stirring of change in my pocket.

“Don’t have sex,” Irene popped her gum.

Even though she was heavily made up, her eyes buried under makeup, her lips heavy with makeup, Irene was marvelous to look at.

“Do you bath often, Mr. Wilson?” she asked.

I was lost for words. An image of myself slipping into a warm bath with Irene flooded my mind. I blushed.

“Mr. Wilson!” Irene giggled coyly.

“What!” I cried in my own defense. I swear that woman could read minds.

Irene yawned. “Always wash before you eat.”

“Of course,” I replied.

“And fruit too?” she asked. I felt as if she were talking in code. Was she going to list everything she washed before placing in her mouth?

“Do you ever have trouble with men in the shop?” I asked.

Irene looked up at me and snapped her gum.

“I don’t mind a little trouble.”

I swallowed. 

“You know what I mean.”

“Like guys putting the moves on me?” Irene smiled.

I nodded.

She shrugged her shoulders.

“You don’t mind?”

Irene continued to read her magazine. I continued to be mesmerized by her heaving breasts. God, that woman knew how to breathe.

“Man gets a haircut, thinks he’s the cat’s meow, you gotta expect a little attention.”

“Doesn’t Charlie mind?”

“Charlie!” Irene laughed. “I could be stark naked in here and Charlie wouldn’t notice.”

I cleared my throat. The image of Irene naked in the shop made me sweat. 

Irene looked up at me. She must have noticed how shiny my forehead had become. 

“Bugs me when teenagers think they can say things. No manners. Folks should teach their kids some manners. What kind of men are they going to turn out to be?”

I smiled.

Irene smiled, a small bubble filling the gap between her two front teeth.

“You know, Mr. Wilson, you should be careful. The strain of looking down my blouse is going to ruin your eyesight.”

***

There was only one person who knew. Ever since he sold off his farm, a small piece of real estate that ran from Burnhamthorpe Road across Echo Valley and up to Rathburn Avenue, Bill O’Grady could be found in the Islington House.

“Pissing my kids’ inheritance away,” he laughed briefly before turning sour. “Don’t look at me that way!”

“I haven’t said a thing,” I responded.

“Sanctimonious bastard!” he cursed. “Every time you walk in here I can see you judging me. Those bloody eyes of yours, so cool and distant. Worse than a god damn wife.”

Bill spit into his draft then chugged it down.

The Islington House had been around since the 20s when the original Islington Hotel burnt down. In the later part of the millenium the Islington House would be torn down and replaced by a flotilla of trendy shops and cafes. But in the 50s the tavern was a barren looking place, divided, as were all beer establishments into two rooms, one for Gentlemen and the second for Ladies and Escorts. The hotel served only one purpose: to pour as much beer as possible, as quickly as possible, into open mouths, down into a waiting guts, out dried up cocks, into waiting toilets, down into the sewers, and out into the lake. Drunks were the first environmentalists, maintaining the water levels in the Great Lakes. Except for a shuffleboard and small dartboard, there was little else in the draft room but a couple dozen small round metal tables surrounded by armless wooden chairs. Until television was introduced in the 60s, most drinkers sat at individual tables by themselves staring across the room at blank walls painted in dull hospital green. The only picture on the walls was a photograph of the Queen who looked especially pleased to be watching over the inebriation of her subjects.

Bill turned to the waiter who was loitering at one or the other tables and ordered another round.

“Damn kids serving these days! By the time the beer gets to your table, your ale has lost its head.”

“Old waiters give better head?” I asked.

Bill glared at me for a minute then muttered, “Definitely.”

The waiter dropped four beers.

“That’s very generous of you, Bill, but...” I began but was interrupted by Bill.

“Who said I ordered any for you?” 

Then Bill burst into laughter and shoved a beer toward me. I wasn’t especially thirsty and I didn’t like to drink in the middle of the afternoon. It made me sleepy. But it would have been impolite to refuse Bill’s offer. I sipped on the ale. It was good.

“Put some salt in it for Christ’s sake!” Bill cried out.

I added some salt to my draft.

Bill sank his teeth into a boiled egg. I loved pickled eggs.

“Are those eggs kept in vinegar?” I asked.

Bill looked at me with an expression of disdain then gestured to the waiter to bring me an egg. 

After we had both finished our eggs, Bill turned to me.

“How long have I known you, Mr. Wilson?”

“Call me Frank, Bill.”

Bill muttered something barely audible about only calling his friends by their first names. 

“Over fifty years,” Bill continued. “Long friggen time. I remember the first time we met. Couldn’t have been much older than ten, eleven. I was taking the buckboard down to the village to get some wire and nails. We were putting up a new fence to keep the cows off Burnhamthorpe. Damn cars kept running into the cows. You were walking down the road, dressed up like you were going to a funeral. Same kind of suit you’re wearing now.”

“Quality lasts,” I smiled.

“Wondered what you were doing out so far from town. I was curious. Too damn curious for my pa’s liking. I asked you a question.”

I nodded. “Oh yes. You wanted to know where I was going.”

“I wanted to know everything about you,” Bill said jabbing his finger in my direction. “Everyone wanted to know about you. You were a pea under everyone’s mattress. Remember what you said?”

I shook my head.

“You told me a story so ridiculous, so unbelievable that I thought your were crazy. Made me laugh so hard I near pissed my pants. I went home and told that story to my pa. You would have thought that I had cursed the Lord. He whupped me. My ass was a red as the Union Jack. Ordered me never to repeat the story to anyone else. Didn’t warn me; he ordered me!”

“Your father was a good man,” I nodded.

“Who beat on me every chance he got, and twice on Sundays. Always trying to knock some sense into me. I guess I can’t blame him now, but at the time I wasn’t too pleased with his idea of education.”

Bill took a swallow of beer then shook his head in despair.

“I could never keep anything to myself. Comes with being alone so much and not seeing folks and wanting to have something to say. So I told them the story that you told me.”

“Your pa found out.”

“Yah, but worse than just pa. Everyone heard about it. I became the laughing stock of the county. In school, in church, in town, everywhere I went people laughed at me. Sometimes politely behind my back but more often right to my face. I became a fool. They couldn’t stop laughing. They’re still laughing. Had to go to Hamilton to find a wife. Girls around here just laughed at me. When the wife heard the story, she started laughing.”

“So you started drinking,” I added.

“And you’re to bloody blame, Mr. Wilson! As soon as I started drinking, I discovered that I liked it. Liked it better than anything else, horses, money, and women. Maybe I would have discovered the pleasures of drink anyway, maybe not.“

There were tears in Bill’s eyes. He wiped his sleeve across his cheek. 

“Ya been like a curse on our family. My pa liked you but you been like a curse. Even after he heard that story he still listened to ya. All your friggen advice about farming. Raise turkeys, you said. What the hell did you ever know about raising turkeys, Mr. Wilson? Nothing. But pa believed ya. He believed every friggen thing you said.”

Bill waved for the waiter. When the young man arrived at our table, Bill said to him.

“Get this bastard away from my table!”

I stood up. “You could have asked me, Bill. I would have left.”

“Ya been like a curse!” Bill ranted.

I stepped toward the exit. 

“Ya can’t shut me up! I knows who you are!” he cried as I stepped out of the tavern.

***

I have sat in the middle of the woods and watched time. A tree falls and another rises up in its place. One generation of squirrels are replaced by the next. A fire rages all around me, destroying everything in sight. Shortly thereafter that same forest rises from the ashes. There was nothing to remember. Everything was replaced by itself. It was as if no time had passed at all, or that time had traveled in a circle, always returning home like the prodigal son. Then I began to have dizzy spells, cold sweats, terrible bouts of melancholy, and short-term memory loss. Man had arrived. And this is what I had told young Bill O’Grady, that as far as I could figure it, I was a god. 

2. The Green Album
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***

One day as I moved from one fallen log to another I met a large brown man in a loincloth with an erection. He was staring at me. His name was Sky.

“What the hell are you?” I asked. He was the first human I had met.

Sky stared at me. For a moment I thought he might be mute. I repeated my question. He stepped out of the bush, walked up to me and sniffed at my clothing. He’s a tailor, I thought to myself.

“Nice threads,” Sky smiled. 

I brushed his fingers from my lapels and stepped back several inches. There was something about the twinkle in Sky’s eyes that made me nervous. 

“Why do they call you Sky?” I asked.

Sky reached for the knife he kept in a sleeve that hung around his neck. 

“How do you know my name?”

I shrugged. “It’s an acquired skill.”

Sky slapped my shoulder, knocking me back on my heels, and began to laugh. I was at quite a loss to explain the source of Sky’s amusement.

“They call me Sky because my eyes are blue.”

I nodded, not wishing to point out to Sky that his eyes were hazel, then pointed toward Sky’s loincloth.

“Why do you have an erection?”

Sky grabbed his loincloth like a diner holding a falafel and shook it.

“You know how it is. I was in the woods alone. It was a beautiful day and one thing led to another.”

And so went my first meeting with a human being, Sky of the Wyandot. Strange sensation meeting a human being. Before that confrontation I was quite unaware of my own existence. I was like a pool of water reflecting the world around me. But with Sky’s introduction I found myself.

Over the years Sky and I became close friends. Sky never married, never had children. Sexually, he leaned towards his own gender for satisfaction, but love seemed to elude Sky and remained a mystery to him well into his middle years. And then he discovered the horse.

 I had regaled Sky with stories about these magnificent beasts that roamed the southern lands. Four legged creatures that ran like the wind, their manes flowing behind. Such beauty and nobility, I told him, creatures of great strength and acute intelligence. I think Sky fell in love with horses through my stories. One spring Sky disappeared and did not reappear until the next fall.

It was a great day in his village when Sky brought home his first Pinto. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that it was an old nag dyed with berry juice and that the skins he had relinquished for that horse should have brought him a half dozen of the same. How could I say anything? Sky was in love. He washed that animal, slept with him, took him everywhere, called the horse, wife. Late one warm evening I caught Sky and Wife in a glen, kissing.

One day Sky who was by now an old man, his best erections behind him, laughed in my face. The man had terrible breath.

“You don’t know who you are?”

I stood up from the fire we were sharing and fired back my own bad breath.

“I’m Frank Wilson.”

Sky’s mouth dropped. 

“Oh!” he said then retreated into his own thoughts.

“You were going to say something else!” I barked.

Sky looked up at me and shrugged his shoulders.

“Out with it!” I demanded.

“You’re a god,” he muttered.

For a moment I was at a loss for words. 

“What made you come to that conclusion?” I finally asked.

Sky responded. “The way you dress.”

I looked at the tweed suit I was wearing, had always worn.

“You don’t dress like a human being,” he added.

I rubbed my hands over my trousers.

“They’re very comfortable,” I explained.

“And you never get older,” Sky continued. “Look at me. I got tits like an old woman. And only three teeth left. And I shake when I’m shitting. But, you’ve been an old man since I met you many seasons ago.”

“And that makes me a god?” I asked.

Sky looked at me for a while then shrugged his shoulders. 

“It’s hard to say. I never met a god before. If you aren’t a god, what are you?”

***

What is a god? An all-knowing, all-powerful being? Absolute good? Everyone’s dream of the perfect father? Superman with a beard? Santa Claus with an attitude? Does god see everything like Big Brother? Is he the architect of the universe? Or the first cause like some cosmos Minnesota Fats? I fit into none of these definitions. I do not know everything. I cannot see everything. I am not powerful though I admit to exercising some influence over events. I once had a water main burst under Kipling Avenue resulting in the street caving in, but I was operating under diminished capacity – a fit of temper. If I am a god, I am a poor excuse for one. I cannot control my environment. No bolts of lightning, no plagues of locusts, although one time, on a dare, I was able to maneuver a hurricane, Hazel, blowing along the Atlantic coast and steer it toward Toronto. I cannot even control my own destiny, never knowing when or where I will be in the next moment. I cannot see into people’s minds or hearts although I have acquired a parlor trick – predicting people’s names. And I seem stuck to a particular piece of geography, the vicinity of the Six Points. Just as human beings seemed fixed in the now, I am fixed in a place. I know I’m not fit for the job, but no one has ever been sent to replace me.

***

Bobby was born with an abnormally large head, wearing at the age of one, a man’s hat, size 7. Poor Mrs. Nelson almost died giving birth to him. The clamps they normally used broke and the doctor considered using some vice grips kept in the trunk of the caretaker’s car.

When asked about the grips, the caretaker panicked. 

“I can’t remember where the damn car is parked!”

“Why don’t we use Vaseline?” a nurse suggested. “I use it when I can’t get my wedding ring off.”

The doctors were beside themselves with relief while the nurse was tempted to ask for that long promised raise. Still the Vaseline was not enough and they had to cut into bone. It was the last child Mrs. Nelson would bring into this world.

“You want another baby,” she screamed at her husband, “you have it!”

Bobby never did well in school. There was a notion bandied about that little Bobby had a learning disability.
“Let’s face it,” Mr. Nelson said to his wife, “the kid is an idiot.”

“And what side of the family do we have that to blame for?” Mrs. Nelson responded.

Bobby was held back in school. He got bored and became a bully. 

“Hey, Miss Ponick!” he said to the pretty young teacher who had caught him pressuring the younger children for their milk money, “It’s a job!”

At the time I had a part time job selling yo-yos. It killed the afternoons and I loved being around kids. My job was to give demonstrations in the schoolyards, peaking the kids’ interest. I was quite good. Kids pressed around to watch me make the yo-yo go to sleep, swing in the cat’s cradle, circle around the world, walk the dog, but not Bobby. He just shrugged with indifference. Bobby wasn’t interested in yo-yos. He liked guns.

“I think there’s something strange about that kid,” Irene said, nodding toward Bobby standing at the magazine stand. “He comes into the shop and looks at hunting magazines. Ignores the nudies. Something wrong there, Mr. Wilson.”

I looked at Bobby for a moment then returned to Irene.

“You don’t like guns, Irene?” 

“Charlie’s got a few in the house,” Irene shrugged. “Shot gun. Hunting rifle. One handgun. He’s got his papers. All legal.”

“Why does Charlie need a gun?” I asked.

Irene shrugged her shoulders. “He don’t hunt.”

I glanced back at Bobby. 

“Must be a male thing,” I said.

Irene popped her gum.

“Everything is a male thing.”

***

Outside Plantation Bowl on Dundas Street, the C.B.C. trucks were set up to broadcast the weekly Saturday bowling program. I had come over to see Tony Vieri about Bobby. Tony ran the pool hall next door to the bowling alley and Bobby spent a good deal of time playing pool. Walking across the parking lot I bumped into Brian Williams, a well-known sports announcer on C.B.C.

“Excuse me,” Brian Williams apologized, making his way past me.

“Times are tough, eh?” I commented.

“What?” he asked, turning around.

“Bowling,” I explained. “They’ve got you doing bowling now.”

Williams smiled uncomfortably.

“Do I know you?”

I laughed. “I start worrying about the mortgage if they assign you to curling.”

Williams smiled at me for a moment, was about to speak but thought better of it and walked off toward the bowling alley.

***

“Who knows why a kid hangs around this dump?” Tony Vieri smiled, gesturing to the pool hall. 

The silver cap on Tony’s front teeth sparkled as the conversation meandered from the stinginess of his boss to the lack of breaks for the common man.

“But, I’m not one to complain,” Tony assured me and then began to complain. 

Tony Vieri was of medium height, slender with the onslaught of a slight paunch. He had jet-black hair, greased, and slicked straight back from his forehead. As Tony talked, revealing some intimacy or bragging about some scam he was running, Tony would rock back and forth, his forward motion bringing his forehead uncomfortably close to one’s body space. It made you feel as if you were being fitted for the position of accomplice in some illegal scheme.

I remembered Tony when he first moved into the area with his family. Mr. and Mrs. Vieri were had working people; they owned a successful tile company. It was their fondest hope that Tony would take over the company. He quit school and began to lay tiles with his father.

“Laying tiles is not what I had in mind,” he nudged me with his elbow in the ribs as if we were sharing some subtle joke. 

“Don’t have the knees for it,” he continued. “The old man wanted me to wear knee pads. What was he thinking? I looked like a moron. Who’d he think I was, Terry Sawchuck? That’s when I lucked out and retained the position of manager of this prestigious establishment.” 

Tony nudged me in the ribs again.  

I moved over to one of the candy machines to buy a handful of cashews. I love cashews, little lungs of salt.

“Those things will kill ya,” Tony laughed, a cloud of cigarette smoke billowing out of his mouth like exhaust from an old Greyhound bus. “What’s your interest in this kid, Frank? You related or something?”

“Something,” I responded. I placed the cashews individually into my mouth. I hoped I wouldn’t chip another tooth. Dr. Davy put a cap on one the year before. The damn thing kept falling off every time I heard the national anthem.

“I seen the little shit Bobby,” Tony shook his head as he enjoyed some mirthful insight. “Comes in here trying to hustle some of my customers. Pretends he can’t play so that they’ll up the anti for the games. Except the little shit can’t play. Never seen him win. What a loser!”

“Where does he get the money?” I asked.

“To lose?” Tony laughed.

I nodded.

Tony shrugged. “Who knows with a little weasel like that? Maybe he steals from his mother’s purse. Why the fuck should I care? But I never seen him win. I could beat him with my private cue.”

Tony laughed. Another shared joke.

I looked around the pool hall. It was empty.

“Busy?” I asked.

“Oh,” Tony assured me. “It picks up at night. Don’t worry about that, Frank. Don’t worry about nothing. That’s my philosophy.”

***

“I’ve got an ethical dilemma for you, Pete.”

Pete looked up from beneath the hood of the Desoto he was working on. I knew he wasn’t interested, that he was just humoring me, but I needed to bounce some ideas off someone and Pete was my wall. 

“Given,” I continued, “all we know about the war and the concentration camps, do you think one would have been ethically justified in killing Hitler?”

“Yah, sure,” Pete responded, sticking his head back under the hood. “It was war.”

I stepped around the car and looked under the hood myself. I couldn’t make any sense of what Pete was doing. Pete looked at me. He didn’t like someone hanging over his shoulder. I stepped back from the car and leaned against the wall.

“What about before the war? What about when Hitler was a kid? Or when he was a bum ranting on the street corners of Vienna? Could you kill him then?”

Pete pulled his head from beneath the hood and looked at me. He took a rag out of the back pocket of his overalls and wiped his hands. 

“How would you know he was going to turn out to be a monster?”

“Suppose you knew.”

“I don’t see how you could,” Pete responded, putting the rag back in his pocket.

“Start the car would ya?”

I stepped over to the car, climbed inside and turned on the motor. When the car’s motor roared with delight, Pete nodded and slammed the hood of the car down. I turned off the motor and climbed out of the car.

“What if you knew?” I asked. “You’d have to kill him, wouldn’t you? It would be justified.”

“You going to go around assassinating everyone who has a tendency to commit murder?” Pete asked. 

“Say you knew,” I insisted.

Pete smiled. “Seems to me, you’d be pretty busy knocking off future murderers. What makes you different than Hitler?”

Pete took a package of cigarettes out of his shirt pocket and offered one to me. 

“Trying to quit,” I said.

“What for?” Pete responded.

***

“Bobby used to caddy for me.” Eugene Levy said. Eugene was a local lawyer and a member of the Islington Gold Club. In his mid-forties, Eugene had the hungry look of someone not completely convinced that he had enough of the world’s riches.

“I felt sorry for him,” Eugene sighed, emphasizing his own generosity of spirit. “All those kids hanging around the club house waiting for someone to hire them and Bobby would always be the last chosen. Not a very bright kid. Never could get the clubs right. Always handing me a wedge when I wanted a five iron. Oh, I used to lose my temper with him but you know how it is when you’re… Bobby in some kind of trouble?”

“I’m not sure,” I said looking out over the golf course from the parking lot. Islington Golf Course had been one of the first major projects built after the war. Everything was so neat, so well groomed, well planned. I hated the golf course. It made nature look effeminate.

“What kind of trouble?” Eugene asked, loading his clubs into the trunk of his Plymouth. “Does he need a lawyer?”

Eugene slammed the trunk closed. He smiled with satisfaction. It was a nice solid sound.

“Not yet,” I responded.

Eugene looked puzzled. 

“What’s your interest?” he asked. In Eugene’s mind, everyone had an angle.

“How’s your game?” I asked.

“I do alright. Now tell me, Mr. Wilson, why are you taking such an interest in this kid?”

“Bobby is going to kill someone,” I smiled and walked away.

***

Strangers would appear in the village of Islington. Strange people. People from different places, different times. Strangers would appear walking out of meadows, dressed in unusual attire, walking down dirt roads, stepping out of apartment buildings, jay walking across busy avenues. No one bothered with them. Islington was at the convergence of two busy roads, Dundas Street and Bloor Street, leading into or out of the growing metropolis that was called Toronto. They were drifters, or travelers, or men of industry and commerce. No one much cared. When anyone did mention that the village seemed to have more than its share of transients, it was suggested that the strangers might be runaways from the Lakeshore Psychiatric Hospital to the south, or Hamiltonians from the west on hiking tours.

Leaving Plantation Bowl I stepped across Dundas Street and into the hydro field. I looked up at the tall steel towers that carried the power of Niagara Falls into the city. Clouds slid silently like zeppelin’s overhead. My head began to spin. When I next looked, I was crossing the creek that ran through the Brigham’s property. The towers had disappeared, as had the surrounding houses. Several cows, grazing on the long sweet grass looked up Platonically at me.

From out of the sun, a lone laconic figure approached me. He didn’t see me until the last minute. 

I said hello.

“How do you know my name?” he asked.

“Just came to me,” I smiled. “Lovely day for a walk.”

Alf’s eyes flickered. He looked confused. Alf was a thin man with a wiry frame, thick wrists and large hands. His face was pleasant, an innocence carved by sun and wind and hard work. There was a rasp and lilt in his strong voice, a sense of playful honesty.

“Thought I might take a walk over to Summerside. Through the fields. Suppose I might have got lost.”

“Easy enough,” I nodded.

Alf scratched the back of his neck with his hand.

“Never got lost before. Thought I knew every corner of the island. Saw a sign back yonder pointing to Islington.”

Alf laughed and shook his head.

“Didn’t even know there was such a place.”

I stuck out my hand.

“My name is Frank Wilson.”

Alf and I walked along together for some time without saying a word. When we reached an apple tree, I pulled off a couple for us to eat. 

“Delicious!” Alf said appreciatively.

I bit into my apple. The juices ran across my teeth and down my chin.

Alf took another bite of his Macintosh and then shaking the apple at me, spoke. “I was shoeing a horse when the craziest idea struck me. Kind of knocked me off my hinges. Couldn’t rid myself of it. Sent me on this walk.”

“Must have been quite an idea,” I said.

Alf shook his head and swallowed.

“That’s the thing about it. It weren’t much of an idea at all. I think all the time, when I’m milking the cows, or taking in the hay, or just mending fences. Ideas are a kind of hobby of mine. But this one threw me.”

I said something of no consequence as I flicked my apple core back into the tall grass. 

“Haven’t been myself since the idea struck me. The wife is concerned. Tells me I’ve got to talk. Spend hours sitting on the porch going over the idea. Hours will pass like minutes. Some times tears will fill my eyes. Grief is one thing to weep over. Had children die on me. My own brother passed away in my arms. But this… this ain’t grief.”

Alf shook his head once again, smiling.

“You see, I had this dream. Not when I was sleeping, mind you. Came to me when I was fully awake. I saw my life. I saw myself climbing a hill. All my energy and intelligence and passion spent climbing that hill. And when I got to the top of that hill, you know what I saw?”

I shook my head.

“I saw other hills,” Alf continued. “And other men climbing them.”

Alf stopped and stared at the apple he was eating. For a moment he said nothing. The apple tumbled out of his hand and fell to the ground.

“They say I’m going senile.”

Alf turned to me.

“Mr. Wilson, I’d appreciate it if you’d direct me home, back to Millvale. Mrs. Murphy will be worried.”

I sent Alf Murphy home. If he followed my directions he would be there in a couple of hours. His wife would be overjoyed. Fearing that her husband had gone into the woods to hang himself, she had sent a search party out to find him. His daughter, Ruth, would be angry. She would never forgive her father for being weak, for falling prey to his own despair, to abandoning his family to the whims of his own thoughts. I knew Ruth. During the War, she moved away from Prince Edward Island and took up residence in Montreal where she worked in the ammunition plants. After the war she moved to Toronto with a girlfriend where she met a young soldier and married him. They raised a family. Her youngest son was Bobby Nelson.

***

It was quite a stretch out to the O’Grady farm, but it was a pleasant day and there were a number of apple orchards on the way so I didn’t have to carry a lunch. There were such lovely apples with snow-white flesh under a rustic red and brown skin with juices that ran down your chin tickling your skin. Nothing like an apple to put a smile on your face, to make you feel that all was well with the world. There were also a number of raspberry bushes, pear trees and even the odd blueberry patch. The countryside was a virtual buffet, nature’s self-serve cafeteria. 

It was such a delightful afternoon that I began to whistle even though it would have been a stretch to say that I could carry a tune. But, alone everyone is his or her own Mozart. I stopped several times, once to watch a turtle cross the road. He was so painfully slow that I took it upon myself to lift the poor creature up and carry it across. Another time I stopped to watch a small cloud of butterflies that seemed to be caught up in an eddy of their own delight. A third time I stopped to speak to Ben Johnson.

“Beautiful day, Ben,” I said.

 “How do you know my name?” Ben laughed. It was a joke between us. Ben’s congenial and upbeat nature made it easy for him to fit into the social net of the village. Ten years previously, Ben had been a slave in the Deep South, had escaped through the underground railroad, to Detroit, across the river to Windsor, eventually landing him in Islington. 

I pointed to the large toolbox Ben carried with ease and grace.

“Always a good day when a man has work,” Ben smiled. “Love working in wood. Jesus was a carpenter, you know.”

“I’ve got two left thumbs myself,” I smiled. 

Ben laughed, and then added; “I don’t see you around so often, Mr. Wilson.”

“I’ve been keeping my head low. Heard anything about trouble brewing at Montgomery’s Inn?” I was referring to the growing unrest with British rule in the area.

Ben shook his head and laughed. 

“When I sees trouble coming in one direction, I heads in the other.”

I offered to share a cigarette with Ben and he agreed. We sat down on a tree that had fallen down parallel to the road, offering passersby a wonderful bench. I offered Ben a Rothman’s. He stared at the cigarette for a moment. 

“I heard of these,” he said.

“From New York,” I lied. I would have to be more careful about offering 1970’s cigarettes to someone in the 1800’s. 

Ben sucked on his cigarette and began to cough.

“Takes a bit getting used to,” I laughed.

We began to talk about the meetings being held at Montgomery’s Inn. 

“Never seen folks so mad,” Ben said shaking his head, the smoke slipping out through his nostrils. “The blacksmith, Wilcox, says we need to kick the British out. Thinks we should join the Americans.”

I looked down the road. In the distance I could see a cloud of dust rising.

“Where do you stand, Ben?”

Ben shook his head, holding the cigarette delicately in his fingers as if he were afraid of damaging it.

“I ain’t afraid to fight. I’ll defend what’s mine. But, I’ve had enough excitement for one life time.”

The dust cloud was drawing closer. 

“Where do you think all of this is leading, Mr. Wilson?” 

“Nationhood, Ben.”

“Maybe, Mr. Wilson,” Ben nodded in agreement and then added. “That or the gallows.”

I stood up. The cloud of dust was drawing nearer. I had to get Ben off the road. An automobile was approaching and I wasn’t sure how a man of the nineteenth century would react to a monster from the twentieth.

***

I made my way down Kipling Avenue across the street from the Six Points Hotel they were building an appliance store. As I approached the building site I spotted Pete who had wandered over from his gas station to take a look. 

“City is coming,” he shook his head despondently.

Workmen scurried like acrobats back and forth along the wooden beams. Their hammers rattled like machine gun fire. Good-natured ribbing was accompanied by cries for more timber or nails or a specific tool. 

“You don’t sound pleased, Pete.”

Pete shrugged his shoulders. “It’ll be good for business. For a while.”

“You don’t sound like someone,” I laughed, “whose business is going to pick up.”

Pete and I stepped over to one side of the site. A small truck had pulled up to the curb. Men got out and started off loading cables and wires. 

“Just getting old,” Pete sighed. “Don’t particularly like things changing so fast anymore.”

“That doesn’t sound like the man who changed this business from horses to automobiles.”

“I was a boy then,” Pete smiled. “Used to look forward to the new cars coming out each fall. Always went down to the automobile show at the Exhibition. Got my juices flowing. Now, change just seems to make life more complicated.”

Pete and I watched the workmen in silence for some time. They moved with such purpose, their hammers swinging from their belts like revolvers, their shoulders tanned and lean, their stride sure and true like cowboys tending their herds. 

“Sure can slap those things up,” Pete said. “Seems like it used to take forever to put a home up and now it’s like they’re setting up tents.”

“You met the tenants?” I asked.

Pete nodded and spit on the ground, “Jews!”

I looked at Pete with shock. I’d never have imagined him as an anti-Semite.

“Short fella named Lastman,” Pete continued. “Talks like his mouth was on fire. Said all these new houses were going to need new appliances, stoves, refrigerators, washing machines, toasters, and kettles. Kind of fella that seems to have his eyes set on something ahead.”

“Place got a name?” I asked.

Pete looked at me and smiled. 

“The Bad Boy.”

“The Bad Boy?” I repeated.

“What kind of friggen name is that?” Pete asked.

The Bad Boy would go on to become quite an attraction in the Six Points area. In order to drum up business, Lastman had a cage erected on the back of a pickup and would get a fellow dressed in black and white convict colors to stand in the cage and have him driven around the area. It was so damn ridiculous, but it put a smile on your face. His business boomed.

“My pa hated Jews,” Pete said. “Don’t know why. Don’t think he ever met a Jew in person. Wasn’t like we were religious though I did get sent to a Catholic school. Remember Sisters telling us the Jews murdered Christ. It put a curse on the Jews. Seemed kind of unfair to me, the actions of a few bringing down the wrath of God on a whole race. But the sisters knew more about these things than me.”

I took a package of cigarettes from the breast pocket of my jacket and offered one to Pete who put it behind his ear. Smoke it later, he promised. It was time for me to leave. Pete asked where I was headed. 

“Got a call from the Eaton farm,” he explained. “Can I drop you off?”

“What does old man Eaton want?” I asked.

Pete laughed. “A couple of their tractors are down. It wasn’t old man Eaton that called me.”

“Why do you love working on machines?” I asked as we crossed back over Kipling Avenue.

“Because they’re beautiful,” he replied. 

***

I was standing in a wooded area just east of the O’Grady farm, which would later become Islington Golf Course when a soldier came running out of the bush, almost knocking me over. For a minute I thought he was going to shoot me.  There was the startled look of a frightened animal as he juggled his rifle in his hands before pointing it at me.

I did not move.

He was a skinny young fellow with a small black moustache like Charlie Chaplin. There was a comic slapstick appearance to his face as well. His eyes were set wide on his head and he had a thin nose that veered slightly to his right, a broken nose that had never been set properly, a war injury, I thought

“What are you doing here?’ I asked in a dull passive voice. I did not want to add to his obvious agitation.

“I got friggen lost!”  he barked defensively.

“What happened to your nose, Gerald?” I asked.

His mouth opened but he did not immediately respond. 

“How’d you know my name? You a Croat?”

I shook my head. 

“I’m not a German.”

Gerald sighed with relief. He removed his helmet to wipe his forehead with his sleeve. 

“You didn’t look like a Croat, but how’s a fella supposed to know. I went behind a tree to take a leak and when I come out everyone’s gone. The whole friggen battalion! Just gone. I’ve been wandering through these woods. Heard some Croats over yonder. Figure I’ve wandered behind their lines. How’d you know my name?”

“Lucky guess. Where you from, Gerald?”

“That’s what I’d like to know.”

“Where do you call home?” 

“Pembroke,” Gerald informed me and then added. “North of Ottawa. Where they make Eddy Matches. How come you speak English?”

“Don’t speak anything else,” I replied.

Gerald lowered his gun.

“Can’t take any chances,” Gerald explained, his breathing becoming more relaxed even as he looked about expecting to see German soldiers.

“Where was your outfit headed?” I asked.

“East,” Gerald replied. “Some Belgian town. I can’t remember the name off hand. Sounded like Santa Claus.”

 “Sint Niklass?” I suggested.

Gerald nodded, smiling.

“Your last name Nelson?” I asked.

Gerald raised his rifle again. 

“Now that ain’t funny,” he said.

“Sorry,” I responded. “I get premonitions about names. Like people who read palms,” I explained.

“You can see my future?” he asked.

I nodded. “In a way. I know that you’ll have three children and the youngest will be named Bobby.”

“So I’m going to survive all of this?” Gerald added with eagerness.

I nodded.

Gerald lowered his rifle again. 

“Can you tell me how to get back to my mates?”

I nodded and gave Gerald directions. He charged back into the woods in the wrong direction. I yelled after him but it was too late.

***

After I was dropped off at Shaver’s Lane, I watched Pete’s car disappear into the distance, and then the distance began to metamorphose into forest, sidewalks into paths, telephone polls and fire hydranths into trees and brush. Even the ground itself seemed to warp, becoming less flat more undulating. A deer poked its head out between two trees and darted across the long winding road that ran passed the O’Grady place. I bent over and began to vomit.

I leaned against a tree and waited until my head cleared.  I took some leaves from a nearby bush and wiped my chin. And then looked at the leaves I had grabbed. 

“What the hell does poison ivy look like?” I asked and dropped the leaves.

“Mr. Wilson!” a voice cried out from across the meadow. I stood and waited for the young lad who was crashing through the tall grass in his overalls and bright red and white-checkered shirt. The sun flickered and danced a ditty with the wind across young William O’Grady’s golden hair. Is there anything more wondrous in nature than a young boy running through tall grass? 

There was a big smile on Billy’s face as he leaped over the wooden fence.

“What’s you doing way out here, Mr. Wilson?” he grinned, his voice whistling through the gap in his front teeth as he tried to catch his breath.

I smiled down at Billy. 

“Been a while since I’ve seen your folks. Not since last fall. Thought I’d take a stroll out and see how things were going.”

The smile disappeared from Billy’s face.

“Mom isn’t doing so well. She’s been poor since Christmas. We had all that winter rain and it kind of settled in her chest. Doctor Holmes was hoping that the summer heat would revive her spirits, but it don’t look so good.”

“Keep your chin up, Billy. Nothing like heat to stir up the embers.” I said wiping my brow.

“You think mom’s going to...?”

“Your mom will be fine,” I said, rustling young William’s hair. 

Mrs. O’Grady would make it through the year but would not see another spring. 

Billy offered to walk me up to the house.

“How’s school going?’ I asked.

“No more school for me,” Billy grinned. “Pa decided I’d had enough. I explained to pa that I know’d how to read and ‘rithmetic comes second hand to me. Wasn’t much more they could teach me so pa agrees to let me work.”

“You don’t like school?”

‘Well,” Billy said looking up at me and shielding his eyes from the sun. “I like school fine, but... not every day. ‘Specially in fishin’ season. And pa needs me in harvest time. And during the summer it’s just too darn hot for thinkin’.”

I laughed. “And winter?”

“Some winters it’s okay. Other winters the snow’s too deep. Hard to tell which kinda winter it’s going to be.”

I laughed heartily. 

“Sounds to me like your argument has been well thought out.” 

Billy nodded his head enthusiastically.

We walked some distance in silence. The sunlight fell through the holes in the ceiling of leaves and splashed on the road and over us, soaking us in light.

William turned to me.

“Mr. Wilson, do you believe in heaven?”

“Well it says in the bible...”

“I know about the bible, Mr. Wilson, but what do you think?” 

I stopped and scratched my head.

“The problem I have with heaven, Billy, is that I have a problem believing in hell.”
“You don’t think there aren’t people who deserve to go to hell, Mr. Wilson?”

“For eternity, Billy. That’s the key. And eternity is a long time. Longer than all the leaves on all the trees that have every fallen in this wood.”

Billy thought about that for some time. 

“Maybe there could just be a heaven?” Billy said.

I shook my head and laughed.

“And what would you do with those people who don’t deserve to go to heaven.”

William thought about that for a moment then laughed. 

“We could send them back to school.”

A rabbit ran out from some brush and startled me. I jumped as the horn of a TTC bus blasted out a hand grabbed my shoulder and pulled me back onto the sidewalk. The bus passed on by.

***

A hand on my shoulder grabbed and pulled me back onto the sidewalk.

“You oughta be more careful, pops,” Tony Vieri grinned, a laugh hidden in a sneer. “This ain’t the horse and buggy days.” 

It took me a minute to catch my breath. I took a handkerchief out and wiped my brow.

Tony continued to grin at me as he chewed a wad of gum like a cow on its cud. It was a shock to see Tony anywhere else but at the pool hall he managed or without the red Mustang he drove. And Tony looked different His hair was combed and molded into shiny wings like a ‘57 Dodge. His teeth were brushed and there was the fragrance of Old Spice about him.

“Where’s your car?” I asked.
Tony flicked his tongue out of his mouth with a wad of gum mounted on its tip. As his tongue returned to its hangar, Tony chuckled.

“In the shop. Transmission problems.”

The smile left Tony’s face as he listed the series of things that had gone awry with his automobile. Then he perked up once again.

“But don’t I look decent, Mr. Wilson?” 

I asked. “What’s the occasion?” 

“Going to see Linda,” Tony boasted, puffing his chest out. There is nothing so proud in a young man’s life as the boast that he has a girl.

“Ah!” I nodded.

Tony said. “Didn’t realize it was such a long walk. These Cuban heels are killing my feet. Shoulda taken a cab.”

“Walking is good for you,” I said. The light-headedness had begun to leave me and I was returning to my old self.

Tony grinned and jabbed me in the shoulder with a finger. 

“Lucky for you, Frank, that I didn’t. You’d be face down in asphalt with tire tracks across your back.”

I didn’t like Tony calling me Frank and he knew it. It gave him a sadistic thrill to see me squirm when he addressed me with such familiarity.

“Who’s Linda?” I asked.

“A chick,” Tony nodded, as his posture took on the form of a slouch.

“Ah, a young lady. Anyone I know?” I asked.

Tony nodded. “Maybe. She hangs around the pool hall. She ain’t the only chick that hangs out there, but she ain’t no slut. We talk about things.”

‘She’s your girlfriend?”

“Yah... well, that’s as yet to be established, Frank. I like her, but we ain’t going steady, if you know what I mean. I don’t like to tie myself down to one chick.”

“You’re in your prime,” I suggested sarcastically.

“That’s right,” Tony agreed missing the true intent of my remark. “I’m at the peak of my sexual power. It won’t last forever or at least that’s what I heard.” 

“You got to be careful that you don’t abuse that power,” I said.

Tony looked at me trying to discern the true meaning of my remark. He snapped his gum and punched me playfully in the shoulder. It hurt.

“Always the joker, Frank.”

“So how do I look?” Tony asked.

I gave Tony the OK wink.

Tony laughed. ‘You’re a killer, Frank. I like that wink. It’s very cool. Can I have it?’

‘It’s yours Tony~” I responded rubbing my shoulder.

Tony nodded, took out a comb and furrowed his thick black greasy hair.

After a few minutes of manicuring his hair, Tony addressed me once again. 

“I know I look good,” he smiled then added sad1y, “but, I don’t know how much difference it’s going to make with Linda’s folks. They’re Slovaks!”

“Is that bad?”

“It is if you ain’t a Slovak!”

“I guess you two must be getting pretty serious if she’s introducing you to her folks.”

“Hold that thought old man! It ain’t gone that far yet. Don’t want to be rushing into anything. Me and Linda, we like each other but…”

“Yes?”

“She’s only sixteen. You think that’s too young, Frank?”

“Too young for what?”

“Whatdya mean for what?” Tony cried. “For me! Do you think that her being sixteen is too young for me?”

Sweat rolled down my forehead as I reached out for a fence to keep my balance. I thought I was going to faint. An image of young Billy running through the meadow toward me flashed across my eyes. Someone was chasing him.

“You alright, Frank?” Tony asked as he grabbed my arm.

I smiled weakly and regained my balance. 

Tony had a concerned look in his face as he released my arm.

“You ought to see a doctor,” he suggested.

“I forgot to eat breakfast,” I explained. “What were you saying?”

He repeated his concerns about his girlfriend’s age.

“How old are you, Tony?” I asked. I knew that Tony was twenty-five.

Tony smirked. “What the hell does that have to do with anything?”

I did not respond. Tony knew that it would matter to Linda’s parents, even more than him not being a Slovak. But it wouldn’t matter to Linda who would pursue Tony until she got pregnant. Her parents would sell their home and move to the east-end taking their daughter with them. Tony would learn through friends that she had gotten pregnant and though he would admit it to no one, it would break his heart. But I could tell none of this to Tony that afternoon as we stood on the curb of Bloor Street.

“Ya know what I’m asking myself, Frank?”

I shrugged my shoulders. Who could tell what was going on in Tony’s mind?

‘”I’m asking myself,” Tony continued, “whether all of this shit is worth it? Is any chick worth all this aggravation with her parents? They ain’t going to like me. You know that and I know that. Do I need the abuse?”

Tony took out a package of cigarettes and lit one up. He flicked his match out into the street.

“Fuck it!” he cried and began to move away.

“Aren’t her parents expecting you?” I cried as he moved off.

Tony shrugged his shoulders, turned and strutted down Bloor Street, still hobbled by his Cuban boots, passed Our Lady of Peace Catholic Church, crossed Bloor Street, passed the Seventh Day Adventist Church, into the garage on the corner of Poplar Avenue.

And as Tony moved away I could feel myself shaking, my knees bending, sweat rolling down my forehead. The asphalt of the street began to roll, and then change, like a snake leaving its behind. I turned around and was almost bowled over by young Billy O’Grady. 

***

And as Tony moved away I could feel myself shaking, my knees bending, sweat rolling down my forehead. The asphalt of the street began to roll, and then change, like a snake leaving its behind. I turned around and was almost bowled over by young Billy O’Grady.

“Sorry, Mr. Wilson,” Billy apologized.

He helped me to my feet. I noticed a string of dead rabbits hanging over his shoulder. 

“What’s your hurry?” I asked taking a seat on a nearby log.

“Nothing!” Billy replied. He was a bad liar.

“Whom are you running from?”

Billy was about to lie again but thought better of it

“Mr. Shaver,” he said. “If he catches me trapping hares again. Mr. Shaver says he’s going to have me sent to jail.”
I said. “He’s just trying to scare you.”

“Well,” Billy replied in the guileless and attractive innocence of youth. “He done a good job. But they ain’t his hares, Mr. Wilson. Saw them run off our back field this morning. They’re always hiding on the Shaver property.”

I began to laugh. Billy did not think it was a laughing matter.

“You don’t like Mr. Shaver?” I asked. 

Billy shook his head. “But, pa says I’m too young not to like elders.”

I smiled and patted young William on the shoulder.

“Don’t like Mr. Shaver much myself’.” I replied. “Besides, the rabbits belong to me and you can catch as many as you like.”

Billy’s face lit up with a smile and then he thought about what I had said for a while.

“How come they belong to you, Mr. Wilson?”

***

It was quiet and dark and cooler after young Billy departed. I sent him on ahead, anxious as he was to get home and show his father the day’s catch. Dizziness overcame me and I sat on the trunk of a fallen tree to get my bearings. I was tired. Lately, I’d noticed that I couldn’t sustain the same levels of energy that I used to possess. All I wanted to do was sleep. Was it old age? How would a god measure such a thing as aging? Or was it something else. Was I depressed? And if so, about what?

Except for the odd field mouse or chipmunk rustling through the underbrush, the woods were very quiet. As if they were in a trance. And then in the distance I heard a tree fall. I began to laugh. 

“One more question answered!” I roared.

An owl on the branch of a nearby tree looked down at me with distain. There was the smell of mint from pine needles rotting on the forest floor. The sprouts of young trees pushed their way up through the soft spongy ground. A horde of beetles raced out of a rotting log that suddenly collapsed. The snout of a young deer bashed into my head as he stuck his snout out through the foliage. It gave me such a fright that I passed out momentarily.

When my eyelids slowly slid open again, I found myself staring up at the forest ceiling. A blue jay bounced from limb to tree limb, announcing my revival. The sun was no longer overhead. Evening was approaching. I sat up, then rose to my feet and brushed off my trousers and jacket. Across the way there was a piece of paper nailed to a tree. I took out my reading glasses and stepped over to see what was written. It was a wanted poster for the capture of one William Lyon Mackenzie for Insurrection. I recalled the hanging of two of his confederates. Even with the liquor they’d been allowed to consume, they were deadly scared. One looked at me, pleading, with the silence of his eyes, for life. I tore the paper off the tree and ripped it up into several pieces, then looked around for a trashcan. There was none. I laughed. I was always confusing my eras. Its what you expect in life that surprises you.

3. The Yellow Album
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***

Pete loved baseball and every so often on a Saturday when Pete could get Bert Lackey to watch the pumps for the afternoon we’d drive along Lakeshore Drive to the old Maple Leaf Stadium to see a ball game. I remember one afternoon in particular when they were playing the Havana Cubans because Sparky Anderson, the manager of our beloved Maple Leafs, was tossed from the game for kicking dirt on the umpire’s shoes.

“Like they were polished to begin with!” Pete bellowed out to the delight of all those within earshot. 

“How do they keep the grass so green?” I asked Pete when things had settled down.

Pete responded. “You ask me that question every time we come here and I tell you every time that it’s special grass brought up from Kentucky.”

I looked at Pete and smiled. “You think anybody is ever arrested for smuggling grass into the country?”

Pete looked at me. He wasn’t smiling. “Why do you think that is funny?”

I said. “It’s funny. Ironic.”

“How is it ironic?”

I shook my head and smiled. A vender came by selling hot dogs and I ordered a couple for us. 

Pete replied, mustard dripping down on his fingers, “I got a pretty good sense of humour and I honestly don’t see how that is ironic.”

“If I have to explain it, Pete, it ain’t funny.”

I wrapped my mouth around my dog. I thought to myself, this is heaven.

“Well,” Pete responded, “you’re going to have to explain it.”

The Maple Leafs changed pitchers.

“Trust me, Pete, in twenty five years, it’ll be funny.”

Pete responded. “In twenty five years, I’ll be under the grass, and I won’t be laughing.”

***

There is nothing so magnificent as a man upon a horse. The union is more flattering to the man than the horse. As I walked up the lane toward the O’Grady house, Jack O’Grady moved out from behind the barn on a huge brown beast, ducking his head so as not to hit the lip of the roof.

The O’Grady farm was a humble place: a small wooden house painted white, a barn painted a now faded red, a shed for equipment, a chicken house, a double outhouse. A fence made up of cut cedar piled strategically together ran around the house and barn and down a way into the road. Behind the house and barn, the farm fell off into Echo Valley and then up again on the other side. Along the side of the road that I was walking there was a spring of ice-cold water, so cold it bit your lips when you sipped it. Some of the water spread out into the road turning the dust into mud. I stepped around the side of the mud as Jack pulled his horse up.

“Mr. Wilson!” Jack cried as he pulled on the reigns, the chest of the horse pushed against my face. Though not a big man, he looked very imposing upon the back of the horse. 

“Jack,” I responded, stating his name involuntarily.

There was a moment of silence. 

“I met young Billy,” I said. 

“So he tells me,” Jack responded. Unlike his son, Jack was not an enthusiastic conversationalist.

“You’re off someplace?” I said, stating the obvious.

Jack stared at me in silence.

“I’m glad I caught you,” I smiled though I was neither glad nor had I actually caught anything. 

“Are you off on business?” I asked though it was none of my business where Jack was off to.

Once again Jack said nothing.
The horse stepped back, its shoes pawing at the ground. I grabbed its reins and padded the animal’s nose.

“Beautiful animal,” I said.

“Plough horse:’ Jack corrected me. It was a game we were playing. I was trying to get Jack to volunteer information and he was anxious for me to get to the point.

“Been working hard?” I said. 

Jack glared at me again. I was losing this battle of wills. Jack was going to volunteer nothing.

“You come a long way just for chit chat, Mr. Wilson,” Jack barked. His patience had expired. 

I tried to pass Jack’s remark off with a laugh, but thought better of it and got to the matter at hand.

I said. “Lot of loose and foolish talk down there at the tavern. Talk of rebellion. Of gun play.”

“These are dangerous times, Mr. Wilson,” Jack offered. 

“Foolish times,” I added.

“Not times for fools,” Jack countered, his eyes burrowing into my forehead.

“I’d stay home this night, Jack,” I suggested.

The horse scuffed at the ground. It was anxious to be off. 

I added. “Why don’t you stay home, Jack?”

“Are you telling me my business, Mr. Wilson?”

“I know you’re going for a drink” I said and added quickly, “Billy didn’t tell me.”

Jack allowed a smile to crease his sullen mood. 

“Nothing wrong with having a drink.”

“Depends on the reason,” I offered.

“Can’t stand the loneliness,” Jack continued, his eyes on the distance.

I parted the hair that fell down over the face of the horse. The horse stared at me with eyes patient and forgiving. 

“You needn’t worry about me, Mr. Wilson.”

I shrugged my shoulders.

“I know you, Jack. One drink leads to a second. There are men down there who’ll take advantage of your nature.”

Jack laughed. It was a queer laugh, a giggle, almost childlike. It gave me a queasy feeling inside.

“Sound like the old woman. She used to be telling me what I was like. Always afraid I’d get myself hurt. All that worrying didn’t do her much good. She’s dead and I’m still here.”

“You need to find a new wife, Jack.”

Jack shook his head. “With my manners? I’ve had a hard life, Mr. Wilson and its written on my face. No young woman would have me and I’ll have no woman whose lost her beauty. And a woman would want a family. No more children for me. I’ve buried my share. I’ll stick with the whores when I need release.”

“You need someone to watch out for you,” I said.

Jack sneered and pulled back the reigns of the horse.

“I’m beyond redemption, Mr. Wilson. I’ve already been judged.”

I released the reigns. Jack nodded, pulled the head of the horse to one side and stepped around me, trotting slowly down the road. A moment later I saw him disappear with the road into the darkness of the woods. I looked around. The fields that a moment before had been filled with corn and hay were suddenly cleared. 

***

The fields that a moment before had been filled with clover and butterflies, birds and rabbits, were now cleared of all life. Woods that had whispered secrets to the sun and wind were leveled and gouged out of the ground for sewers and ditches and streets. The suburbs, a parking lot of emasculated nature, rose out of the dust like ashes from the phoenix. Trucks barked and jangled as they rumbled across the recently created dirt roads. Framed houses sprang up, each one identical, like huts in a P.O.W. camp. Dust whipped up like smoke over a battlefield; hammers rattled like machine gun fire. The city was at war with the country.

I walked through rows of half completed buildings that looked like the skeletal remains of cities after the blitzkrieg. Bricks grew over wood frames; grass was laid out; flowers and trees bloomed; children raced out of the finished homes into the great expanse of backyards. Purgatory had risen from the remains of paradise.

A bus screeched its brakes as it stopped. The driver opened his

window and cried out to me. It was Joe Palermo.

“Get on board, Mr. Wilson. I’ll take you back to the village. They’ve been looking for you.”

***

I lay down in the meadow the ground on my back. Like a corpse under a sky so deep and blue. Eternity in an afternoon. A zeppelin moved silently across that blue and quiet dream like a rowboat across the surface of a calm lake. And each time I smiled, bubbles rose to the surface.

***

Brakes screeched as the bus came to a stop. The driver opened his window and cried out to me. It was Joe Palermo.

“Get on board, old chap. I’ll take you back to the village. They’ve been looking for you.“

I stepped across Burnhamthorpe and climbed on board the bus. The doors closed behind me with a shutter. Joe smiled. I looked into the empty bus. The interior was painted with two colors, green and yellow, both dull without polish. The windows of the bus were small, oval shaped and spaced out. Even the driver’s view was through a relatively small front window. It was the 1950s, I told myself. In the 1960’s, the windows would become larger, framed by meadow rods. By the 1970’s the roof of the buses would become totally separated from the body except for the glass that surrounded the entire vehicle. The driver was almost totally visible from the outside of the bus so that from the driver’s vantage point it must have felt as if he were floating through the air.

“Business is good?” I asked

“It’s picking up, old chap,” Joe laughed. Each time we met Joe addressed me as old chap in what Joe considered an English accent. Joe was Italian.

As the bus pulled back into the street, he added. “What a fracas you caused! All the women are in a state. Worrying about nothing! I told them you hadn’t wandered off. Mrs. Wallace told your wife that she was sure you weren’t headed out into the woods to hang yourself.”

I wanted to ask Joe about my wife. I didn’t know I had one.

“There was quite a commotion,” Joe continued, “over the remark about you hanging yourself, everyone wondering how Mrs. Wallace could be so insensitive. Then Miss O’Hare, the librarian at Brentwood mentioned under the strictest code of secrecy to anyone who would listen that she heard you were having a relationship with some young woman named Joan. But your wife, the poor dear, kept her composure.”

“I don’t have a ticket on me,” I said. 

Joe slapped my hand and laughed.

“It’s on the house, old chap. Oh, yes, the ladies are in a state. Makes a man feel quite superior when women gather in groups and golliwog. Wonderful word, don’t you think? Golliwog. How do you spell it?”

I shrugged my shoulders and hung on to the bar that ran across the front of the bus.

“Have you seen the ditch they’re digging through the Kingsway for the subway?” Joe asked. “Pretty soon you’ll be able to take a train all the way downtown in twenty minutes, although I have no idea why anyone would want to go there. We got everything out here in Islington we need, eh old chap?”

“I didn’t wander off,” I said.

“I know that,” Joe said shaking his head. “I told the ladies that you were right as rain, but women got to worry. Your wife is holding up pretty good, considering.”

“She’s getting old,” I said, surprising myself with the remark. “She worries about everything.” 

Joe nodded and smiled.

“My wife is the same. Worrying about the house, the kids, the bills, and the weather. I think women have a second stomach for worrying. They’ve got a real appetite for it. So where were you?”

I looked at Joe who pretended to be more concerned with traffic than my explanation for disappearing which I had no intention of giving. Joe was a clearinghouse for all the news that went on in the west end of the city. 

“Think they’ll extend the subway right out to the airport?” I asked.

Joe was not interested in hearing my views about the subway. 

“Maybe’ he responded with a hint of impatience in his voice.

“Never been on a subway,” I said. “Imagine it’s not much different than a train. What I can’t figure out is how they get by without an engine. More like a worm than a snake. Wonder if you cut one of these subways in half if both ends would head off into different directions.”

Joe looked at me.

“Where the hell were you?”

***

Pete leaned against the red coke machine and rolled a cigarette. 

“It’s incredible,” he said. “It took me a couple of hours to drive over there, but it was worth it.”

Pete took a wooden match out of his shirt pocket and using his fingernails snapped the match into a flame. Bringing the match to his cigarette he sucked life into the weed.

“What are you looking at?” he asked.

“You lighting your cigarette,” I responded. “It’s poetry.”

“Poetry!” Pete laughed shaking his head. “Where was I?”

“The bridge,” I responded.

“Ah, yes. The bridge over the Humber is impressive but the viaduct over the Don River is one of the great feats of engineering imagination. They even designed it to accommodate future subways that might run along from the Danforth to Bloor Street. Imagine that! They actually planned for a subway. What vision!”

“You make it sound like it’s the Titanic,” I laughed.

“Well, let’s hope not,” Pete laughed. “But it is beautiful. As beautiful as any cathedral.”

I smiled then felt quite faint. I looked around and finding a stool, sat down.

Pete looked concerned.

“Here,” he said offering me a cigarette.

***

Joe glanced up at me.

“You can tell me old chap. Where were you?”

“Around,” I responded.

Joe shrugged his shoulders and pulled over to the side of the road. Two young girls, library books clutched to their breasts, piled into the bus and toward the back row. The bus doors closed.

“Anything happen?” Joe asked. 

The bus edged back onto Burnhamthorpe.

I replied. “A hanging.” 

Joe laughed. “A hanging!” 

“Do you know Ben Johnson?” 

Joe shook his head.

“A colored fellow,” I explained. “Lives down in the village with his family.

“Gee, Mr. Wilson, I don’t know any Negro family living in the village. Don’t think I’ve ever seen a Negro, let alone in Islington. Are you sure about that?”

I nodded.

Joe didn’t believe me. I could tell he was humoring me. 

“And you say this fellow got hung?” 

I shook my head.

“No no,” I laughed though it was no laughing matter. “He’s got a bunch of dogs. For hunting. Somehow they got loose and attacked a young child. A girl, I think. Left her with some vicious scratches on her face. Probably scarred for life” 

Joe turned to me. “So who got hung?”

“The dogs,” I responded.

Joe laughed then turned to me.

“You want to tell me?” he asked.

I shook my head.

“You going to tell your wife what happened? I think she’s owed an explanation.”

“She doesn’t want to be told,” I said. 

Joe shook his head as the bus slowed down to pick up a couple of women carrying grocery bags. One looked at me, then nudged her companion in the ribs. The two women raced to a seat and began whispering to each other.

Joe chuckled.

The bus engine roared as a cloud of dark smoke spat out the back of the bus. Something in the motor jingled like a bell and the bus sputtered and stopped. The women stopped whispering. Joe stopped chuckling. And the two young girls in the back of the bus screamed.

***

Pete put the car in neutral and gave her some gas. The motor revved. I clutched the handrail on the door and stared down the endless asphalt of the airport runway. The car leaped forward and accelerated quickly. Thirty, forty, fifty. At seventy Pete started laughing. By the time he reached ninety I was in tears. And then he hit the brakes. And we slid. Sideways. When we finally came to a stop, Pete looked over at. me.

“That is a Mustang!” he cried with joy.

“Pete! You ever scare me like that again and I’ll kill you!” I cried, opened the door and vomited.

I heard Pete’s voice over my shoulder.

“Lunch not agree with you?”

I muttered something inaudible as lunch dripped from my chin and spread out across the runway.

“You’re the one who wanted to come out here and see the new airport,” Pete said in his own defense. “Imagine those big Constellations and North Stars wheeling down these lanes. God, I wish this Mustang had wings.” 

I wiped my chin with a handkerchief and settled back into my seat. My head was still spinning, my stomach still in knots.

“You haven’t been looking well lately, Mr. Wilson,” Pete said. “You ought to see a doctor.”

I turned and looked at Pete. He smiled at me with a sheepish charm.

“Would you really kill me?” he asked.

I nodded my head. “I’d seriously consider it!”

***

When they walked out of the shadows, climbed the fence, and stepped into the yard, I must have been the last person in the world they expected to see.

“Oh! Mr. Wilson!” Charlie O’Hara cried, reaching his arm out to jam his buddy, Kenny Mackenzie, in the arm, who jammed Danny Green in the ribs. All three boys looked startled.

“Boys!” I said in a low sinister voice.

“Couldn’t sleep,” Charlie spouted forth as an explanation for the boys’ early morning wanderings. It was two o’clock, far past the curfew for any twelve year old.

“So what brings you out at this hour’?” Danny Green added. Danny was the most confident of the three boys. Impulsive, cocky and a romantic, qualifies not always associated with his future career as an accountant

I looked at Danny and smiled.

“Last year in the United States, 3,000 peeping tom were shot by nervous home owners.”

“We weren’t...” Kenny Mackenzie tried to interrupt. Little Kenny was terrified that the boys’ midnight meanderings might get back to his parents. His father, Paul Mackenzie, was a lawyer and had often lectured his son on the price of crime. And all crimes, from shoplifting to manslaughter, carried the same weight of guilt with Paul Mackenzie. There was every expectation in the Mackenzie family that little Kenny would follow his father’ example and enter the brotherhood of barristers. But no such entry would be available to a young lad with a criminal record. Even the hint of scandal was considered a capital offence in the Mackenzie household.

The Mackenzie’s needn’t have fretted. Little Kenny did become a lawyer, perhaps because his family had expected it, perhaps because it provided a comfortable life style, or perhaps to recover the Mackenzie good name tarnished by his father’s disbarment after the elder Mackenzie was caught entangled in questionable real estate dealings involving a widow, a church, and the boys choir.

“We ain’t no peeping toms” Charlie O’Hara protested then added. “Not that anyone can prove.”

All eleven of the O’Hara’s lived in a small bungalow home. Charlie shared one bedroom with four brothers. One might have imagined that such a large family would have operated along military lines, precision, a line of command, discipline, but it was not so. The O’Hara home operated along the same lines as the Titanic, after it had hit the iceberg. There was always some emergency, some cataclysmic disaster. Life was lived in a state of chaos. And at the center of this chaos stood Mrs. O’Hara, whistling, singing, dancing, the happiest woman in Six Points although not the best housekeeper. Gord Thompson, called in one time on a plumbing emergency at the O’Hara estate commented, “There are dust balls in there the size of sagebrush.”

“That’s right,” Danny smiled. “But, I for one would like to know why an old man like yourself, Mr. Wilson, is wandering through the neighborhood backyards.”

“Yah!” Charlie and Kenny laughed.

“If dogs run free why not me?” I responded.

The boys were silent

“What the hell does that mean?” Charlie asked.

The truth was that I never slept. Hadn’t slept since my first encounter with human, generations before. The racket of human thought kept me awake. All those incoherent rambling shards of ideas. And I was frightened of dieing. Not my own death but the death of everything around me. I could not get the idea out of my head that if I relaxed for one minute, if I allowed myself the luxury of slipping off to sleep, everything would disappear, and I would awake into nothingness. This simple idea, obsession you might say, was like one of those radio jingles that you can’t get out of your head. Not that I didn’t occasionally nod off for a few winks, waking to find that there still was something called reality, but I couldn’t be sure that the next nap might mean disaster. And so I wandered through the night. No one paid much heed to me. Everyone was inside watching television, sleeping, putting down peaches, or building recreation rooms in their basements. The police seldom bothered me. They rarely toured the area, it being a low crime area. I took some credit for that. No one out roaming the streets but dogs, those three boys, and me.

“Where’s your wife?” Little Kenny asked.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

“Everyone has a wife,” Little Kenny responded. “Don’t she worry about you? My mom is always worrying about my father. He works late.”

“She’s at home sleeping,” I said.

Charlie piped up. “My mom says that you ain’t really married. She says you ain’t quite right in the head.”

I looked at the boys and then across the backyards filled with clotheslines, and vegetable gardens, and television aerials. I didn’t know how to react to Charlie’s charges. I knew that many of my neighbors looked at me with suspicion, that I was the raw material of much of the local gossip.

“This area used to be an apple orchard,” I said. “I used to live over there behind Joan Brown’s bedroom window.”
Danny glared at me. “How’d you know that was Joan’s bedroom window?”

“I sometimes look in on her,” I responded.

“Oh shit!” Little Kenny muttered.

Danny walked up to me, his hands clenched in fists.

“You don’t do that again, Mr. Wilson! I don’t want you going near her window.”

I stared down at young Danny. His eyes were filled with righteous anger. The other two boys began to giggle.

“It’s not what you think, Danny,” I tried to reassure him. “Joan and I are friends.”

***

Pete stepped into the six points hotel for a beer. He was dressed up in his best Sunday suit, shoes sparkling, hair slicked back, trousers pressed, shirt starched. There was still a tinge of grease, a mechanic’s tattoo, on his hands.

“Looking good!” I teased.

Pete blushed, touched the end of his nose with a finger, and dropped his eyes to the floor.

“Where are you off to?” I asked as Mary dropped a couple of beers on our table.

Pete sprinkled salt into his beer, took a swallow, licked his lips, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Going down to the Palais Royale to see Bert Niosi’s band. He really swings.”

“With Mary Wilson?” I asked in a suggestive tone as my lips swept down over the edge of the beer.

Pete nodded casually, looked out over the empty room and responded nonchalantly,  “She’s a great dancer.”

“Been seeing a lot of Mary recently,” I commented. “Didn’t you two go down to the Long Branch Race Track last week?”

“Mary’s lucky with the horses,” Pete grinned. ‘”Doesn’t know one end of the animal from the other but she sure can pick winners.”

“Is that why she’s going out with you?” I nodded my head, raising one eye in a mock salute to Pete’s magnetism.

Pete shook his head and pointed his finger at me and fired.

“Be careful, Mr. Wilson!”

I apologized.

“Wondering the other day if Mary and I aren’t related?” I mused.

Pete laughed. “I doubt that.”

We both laughed and finished our beers as Mary, the bartender of the Hotel, not to be confused with Mary, the love of Pete’s life, walked back and forth passed our table.

“Mary’s trying to pick up some gossip,” I informed Pete loud enough so that Mary could hear me.

“Like you’d ever tell me anything!” she scolded and returned to the bar.

Pete and I laughed. 

I asked if he wanted another round. Pete declined.

“Mary doesn’t approve of alcohol,” Pete explained.

“Oh,” I nodded and ordered one for myself. 

Pete sat up in his chair and leaned over the table toward me. He was about to make a suggestion.

“Why don’t you get the wife and we’ll double date?” Pete asked. 

I shook my head. “You don’t want a couple of old farts like us dragging along with you young people.” 

“It would be fun,” Pete insisted. “Besides I’ve never met Mrs. Wilson. You keep her locked away in a closet or something?”

“I’ll tell you a secret,” I said to Pete. 

I looked around to make sure that Mary was out of earshot.

Pete leaned toward me.

“I’m not sure that there is a Mrs. Wilson,” I whispered.

“Not a Mrs. Wilson!” Pete cried out before realizing that his voice had become a Public Announcement System.

Mary looked up from the bar trying to replay in her head, unsuccessfully, what Pete had just said.

“What are you talking about?” Pete whispered in a low level hysterical screech that only dogs and gods could hear.

“People keep referring to a Mrs. Wilson but to tell you the truth, Pete, I can’t remember what she looks like.”
***

Most of the trees in the area had been cut down. The strategy of Mr. Shipp, the local developer, was to create a level playing field upon which to build his version of paradise. History, in this case nature, had to be eliminated. No trees, no hills, no streams or creeks unless they be part of the sewage or flood drainage system, no rows of wild berries, or small swamps or ponds. Next to the grime and crime of the city, nature was the clearly defined enemy to suburban civilization. Bi-laws were passed to penalize those who allowed indigenous plants, weeds, to rule their lawns. The Nazis had been defeated; now it was time to take on dandelions.

In the fifties with the proliferation of televisions, aerials went up on every roof. They were like flags struck in the earth claiming the future. No one imagined that they would ever come down. Ditches were replaced by cement curbs. Well-groomed hedges, mimicking walls, were grown to separate lots. Gravel driveways were replaced by asphalt. Our Lady of Peace’s schoolyard was paved. Box air-conditioners, with all the subtlety of a DC3, were placed in windows to maintain the optimum temperature. Gas lawn mowers soon replaced hand mowers to administer that manicured appearance to each lot. Blaring transistor radios pumped out the sounds of Ray Coniff as automobiles were washed, polished, and pampered. Dogs barked, kids screamed, motorcycles raced up and down streets. Summer became a riot of noise. One felt blessed with the coming of peace and quiet in lightly falling snow until winter too fell under the blitzkrieg of snow blowers, and snowmobiles, and salt trucks. 

***

I rose from the meadow where I had been gazing all afternoon at the clouds passing by, and stood in the darkness of the bushes at the back of the Brown lot. Danny Green slid quietly over the fence, his figure silhouetted by the full moon. He approached the bedroom window of young Joan Brown and glanced inside. Looking around he spotted a garden chair, unfolded it and set it up in front of Joan’s bedroom window, and watched. Inside the room Joan undressed for bed.
***

Jack Shaeffer was an accountant and a decent enough fellow. One evening he stepped into the half completed home the Gruber’s were putting up on Jopling Avenue. He sat on a box he’d found in the master bedroom, smoked a half pack of Dumaurier cigarettes, threw a rope over a rafter and hung himself. The police found cigarette butts but no half empty package of Dumaurier’s. Nor did they find a suicide note. When the police arrived at the home the next morning after being called by workers, it was raining. No one could remember if it had been raining the night before. Only one of the workers smoked and he claimed he was trying to quit.

***

The Gruber’s had emigrated after the war from Germany. Up until WW2. Islington had been a British enclave. The Six Points was a mere crossroads. After the war the returning soldiers brought their young wives out of the crowded cities and into the new housing developments of Etobicoke, Scarborough, North York. Most of these couples were working class, Irish, French, Italian, Jewish, and young. But this was not the Gruber’s story.

Peter Gruber was an electrician. In a very short period of time he started his own business, which expanded into a successful company employing a half dozen people. The Gruber’s lived for years in the same two-bedroom apartment on Danforth Avenue in the east end of the city. They dreamed of one day building their own home. For years they stayed up evenings sitting at the kitchen table scratching out plans on napkins, on the back of bills. There was never any talk of having a family. The dream home had to come first. When they had saved enough money, they spent hours with different real estate agents, cruising different sections of the city for the idea location. Finally they bought a small home on a large lot on Jopling Avenue in the Six Points, tore down the house and began to construct their dream.

“I won’t live in that house!” Mary Gruber cried.

“You’re being ridiculous!” her husband Peter argued.

“I won’t live in a gallows!”

“It’s no such thing. When we’re finished well get a priest to bless the house. You’ll forget all this hanging business.”

“Were not Catholic!” Mary cried.

“The priest can use the money!” Peter responded.

“I can’t get it out of my mind. The image of that man swinging from the rafters. The sound of the rope rubbing on the wood. The creaking!”

“He was gone by the time you showed up,” Peter pleaded.

“No one will come and visit us,” his wife cried. “They’ll be too terrified.”

“We don’t have that many friends,” Peter argued.

“And you want to lose the few we have?” his wife countered. “I’ll stay here. I will not put one foot into that… morgue!”

Mary sat in the car, her arms wrapped tightly across her chest. I noticed the stern barrack like countenance and leaned over the open window.

“You shouldn’t take it personally,” I smiled. 

Mary looked up at me, her eyes seething with indignation. 

“Who might you be?”

I smiled and introduced myself.

“Jack wouldn’t have wouldn’t have meant you any harm,” I said.

“Whose Jack?”

“The fellow who hung himself,” I responded. “You would have liked him. Quiet fellow, not too many friends, but good hearted. He was a boy scout leader for a while.”

“Is that where he learned to tie a knot so well?” Mary bit back.

“We’re very concerned about the family,” I said.

“He was married?”

“No. But he had a sister. They were very close.”

“Why did he have to chose our house?” Mary cried. “What did we ever do to him? I wouldn’t know the fellow if I walked into him on the street.”

“I trust that this won’t affect your decision to live in the house,” I said. 

“I don’t see how this is any of your concern,” Mary barked and looked away.

“I’ve been watching the house since your husband broke ground last fall. Seen him here everyday supervising its construction. Making sure everything was done right. Lot of that’s man’s soul in this house. It would break his heart if you gave up on the house now.”

Mary looked at me for several seconds, turned her head away, and rolled up the car window.

“I think you’re making an awful mistake,” I continued. “Jack won’t rest in peace if he thinks that his actions have destroyed your dreams. I think you owe it to everyone to reconsider your decision.

Mary leaned over and turned on the car radio.

***

“You can’t say anything you want,” Joan Green cried as she poured tea into the two cups. I watched as the steam rose up from the spout of the pot around her hand like a glove.

“You don’t think so?’

Joan’s mouth dropped. “Mr. Wilson, you are under the illusion that everyone cares what you think. No one cares. And no one wants to listen to you. And no one feels as if they have to justify themselves to you. If Danny doesn’t want to talk about that man…”

“Jack Shaeffer,” I injected.

“If Danny doesn’t want to talk about the hanging, he doesn’t have to talk. That was almost twenty years ago.”

“But he knows something,” I argued.

“It was twenty years ago.”

“Like yesterday for me,” I said.

“But, it’s none of your business,” Joan sighed. “Don’t you think if Danny had something to confess he’d tell me, his wife?”

I sipped my tea.

“I can’t get it out of my mind,” I confessed.

“So its not about Danny,” Joan smiled. “Its about you.”

I nodded.

“Have you been taking your medication?” Joan asked.

I sighed deeply.

“You know what the doctor said.”

“But, it doesn’t help. I feel haunted by the past. I can’t let it go. The pills are for people who need help. I’m not sick.”

Joan growled with impatience.

“You make me so angry sometimes, Mr. Wilson. I could just shake you!”

I started to giggle.

Joan smiled. “What’s so funny?”

I shook my head. “I can’t tell you.”

“Oh, so now, we’re having secrets,” Joan huffed. I knew I was going to have to tell her. 

“What is it, Mr. Wilson,” she insisted.

“People,” I finally caved in, “people think we’re having an affair.”

Joan’s mouth dropped. She put down her cup of tea carefully, leaned back in her chair, pointed at me, and roared with laughter.

“It’s not impossible!” I insisted.

***

It had drawn kids from miles away. A great hole was built across the hydro field. Huge cement pipes were strewn across the long grass waiting to be laid. For the children it was a new playground. Some children played tag through the pipes. Others climbed into the hole and dug deeper. They were looking for buried treasure. They found human bones. The hydro field was an old Indian burial ground of a tribe called the Wyandot. The police were called in. The bones were collected in large plastic bags and carted off. But not all the bones. Some were taken as souvenirs by the children and for years traded back and forth amongst them. I tried to collect the bones from the children, offered money, yoyos, baseball cards, but the kids would have none of it. Bobby Nelson claimed that he had unearthed the heart of an Indian, which was impossible. Perhaps he had dug up the body of a dog or cat or some other animal recently buried, but Bobby believed and led other children to believe that he had in his possession the organ of a human being. “Great power is acquired by eating the heart of one’s enemy,” Bobby told the other kids. And so Bobby fried up the organ in his mother’s Teflon frying pan and ate it. He said it tasted like chicken. 

***

I knew Jack Shaeffer’s mother, Bernice, had been a pretty girl with a delightful smile and an exuberant bubbling personality. As a young girl she’d been involved with the Brownies and the school choir. In her teens she’d been a cheerleader, a member of the debating club, and an enthusiastic member though not successful player in the chess club. She married Jack Schaeffer senior, a boring dour young man who was very good at chess and who grew up to be a boring dour adult. 

“Why did I marry him? Mr. Wilson?” Bernice asked.

“You’re tired,” I responded.

“I’m always tired. Jack makes you tired. He makes you want to fall asleep and never wake up. I’m sorry, Mr. Wilson, but I don’t know how much more I can take.”

I put my arm around Bernice’s shoulder. She began to cry.

“Is this the way the rest of my life is going to be?” she asked. 

“Of course not,” I lied with a smile. 

The Schaeffer’s had two children, Jack junior and Sandra. They were clones of their parents. The boy was quiet, introverted, responsible, and respectful of his parents and all authority, in short boring. His sister Sandra was his opposite, extroverted, engaging, friendly, intelligent, moody, and very pretty. Both children were bright. Both went to college. Both had red hair although Jack began to lose his hair years before his sister. Jack became an accountant like his father while Sandra went into nursing. Both lived at home.

Over the years Bernice’s zest for life began to wane. She quit

playing tennis and golf and took up gardening. When her children graduated from Our Lady of Peace she dropped out of the P.T.A She cut her hair short, died it blonde and began to drink sherry. A couple of times a week Bernice would take a cab to the local liquor store and return with her little brown bags. She complained about problems with her legs. Dr. Holmes prescribed various sedatives. Bernice never walked or left the house for any reason, except periodically to meet me at her back fence to chat. 

“I don’t care what you think!” she scowled.

“I wasn’t thinking anything,” I protested.

Bernice sneezed. “You’re always thinking, Mr. Wilson. Always judging us mere mortals.”

“Have you considered professional help?” I asked.

“What! Like a plumber?” she sneered.

“Counseling,” I suggested.

“Isn’t that what you are for?” she snarled.

Bernice rested in her lawn chair, took a damp cloth and wiped her forehead. The lawn chair had become a permanent fixture at the back of her lot.

“When the kids went to college,” she began, “I thought I would die of loneliness. Jack would sit in that chair, reading the newspaper, from one end to the other and not say a word. Do you know what that is like? Year after year of silence. Sometimes it was all I could do to keep my hands out of the knife drawer. I would have these awful images of slitting his throat just to see if something would come out of his mouth. And when he did say something it was only to impart some piece of information: make a shopping list, water the lawn, car needs a tune up, rain tomorrow. We haven’t had a normal conversation for twenty years. I don’t know who that man is any more.”

“You’re afraid of him?”

Bernice nodded. “Not that Jack has ever raised his voice, let alone raised his hand to me. I have this knot in my stomach. Someday he’s going to blow. He’s just got to!”

“And how are things in the bedroom?”

Bernice looked at me and laughed, but it was not a laugh from joy but from pain.

“Jack has no interest in sex. Told me the first week we were married not to expect too much romance from him. At the time I didn’t think it was important. You know the way we were brought up in my day. I tried to talk to my mother about it. Count your blessings, she told me. Thank God, that nonsense is over in my life, she said, referring to sex as that nonsense.”

Bernice wiped a tear from her eyes. 

“Jack loves you,” I said.

Bernice shrugged. “Love, is that what it is? Couldn’t he love something else as well? It would give us something to talk about.”

“What about chess?” I asked.

Bernice glared at me.

One day Jack senior did not return home at his customary hour. He was normally so punctual it was said that people set their clocks by his passage. When he didn’t show up one evening at his customary hour everyone on the street knew something was wrong. They found Jack at work, dead from a stroke. He died with his fingers on his calculator. His last words - 865.

After Jack’s death, life went on in the Schaeffer house as usual for some time. And then everything changed one day. Bernice took a cab to the liquor store and never returned home. Sandra and Jack junior called the police and a search was initiated. She was found a week later living in a back lane downtown in a cardboard box. After a period of recovery in hospital, she was returned home only to leave a week later. This same cycle repeated itself several times until the two children gave up on their mother and she disappeared forever from their lives.

In time Sandra and Jack junior began to behave like any other couple in the neighborhood. While Sandra stayed home and minded the house, Jack junior went to work for the accounting firm of Cziraky, Grossi and Grossi. For several years things moved along smoothly. And then Sandra began to have trouble with her legs. And she began to drink. One Saturday night Jack junior went for a walk and found the Gruber house, half built and empty. He walked in the front door, climbed the stairs to the master bedroom, sat down on a box he found and began smoking Dumaurier’s.

4. The Orange Album
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***

There is no future when you are a god. The future, having already been lived is another past tense. Although I moved back and forth through time, I was as much a prisoner of it as anyone else. Knowing what is going to happen is of no help. I could not change the future anymore than walking around the streets of your neighborhood changed the place. But there was so much suffering and I wanted to alleviate it, or at least comfort those who were afflicted. Was anyone aware of my struggle? I told Dr. Holmes but he was quick to dismiss everything as senile dementia. Joan must have guessed but she too saw my rants as another malady of old age. And there were others but they too did not take me too seriously. After awhile I just gave up trying to convince anyone. The truth is an impossible pill for anyone to swallow. And how could I blame them. All my attempts at exercising any of my powers have led to disaster. I got two men hung when I tried to overthrow the British yoke in 1837. In the early 1950’s my meddling in the environment caused Hurricane Hazel to change direction causing the death of dozens. And my juvenile fit of anger that turned to revenge has made me… well, more of that later.

***

Pete and I stared for hours out the window of the garage doors at the wind thrashing the roof tiles, the trees twisting and turning like drunken dancers. Listening to the radio for reports about the hurricane, we learned that its name was Hazel, that it had run up the east coast of the United States, that its sudden turn toward southern Ontario had been unexpected.

“Looks like we could be here for the night,” I said. 

Pete shook his head as he stared out into the bowels of the storm.

“Listen to that bitch howl!”

On the radio they kept playing Johnny Ray’s Little White Cloud That Cried.

I glanced over at the radio. 

“Someone has a perverse sense of humour.”

Pete looked over at me. There was fire in his eyes.

“Let’s go for a drive!”

My mouth dropped. 

“Out there!”

Pete smiled and nodded.

“Through that!” I added.

“We’ll drive up Kipling to the valley. See what it looks like.”

“Never!” I cried.

As we drove slowly up Kipling, the car parted the water that streamed over the street. The windshield wipers were useless. Visibility was negligible. Pete had his window rolled down so that he could stick his head out to make sure that we were still on the road.

I cried. “How did I let you talk me into this?” 

We had to yell to be heard.

Pete laughed. “Traffic is light.”

I responded. “How can you tell?”

I was getting soaked. The rain whipped in through Pete’s open window and eddied around the interior of the car.

I yelled. “Have you considered what we’ll do if the car stalls?”

When we reached Burnhamthorpe we pulled over to the side of the road and walked the last block up to the valley. Describing our journey as a walk may be misleading. The wind was blowing so hard that we held onto trees and bushes as we made our way north.

I yelled. “Unusual weather we’re having.”

Finally we reached the edge of the valley. The creek that even in spring floods was no more than a couple feet deep had reached the top of the valley, some twenty feet above the creek bed. The entire Islington Golf Course off to the east was flooded, forming a massive lake.

Pete pointed out the now submerged golf course.

He yelled. “That would sure ruin your handicap!”

As we stood there at the water’s edge, the rain beating down on us, the wind pushing us back and forth, the corpse of a dog floated by. 

Pete grabbed my sleeve.

“It’s a dog,” I cried.

Pete turned and yelled in my ear.

“Look at its neck. There’s a leash on it.”

I nodded.

“Where’s the dog’s owner?” he cried.

We’d seen enough.

Back in the car, we rolled up the windows and smoked a cigarette. 

Pete was silent for some time.

“You don’t have a radio in your car,” I said.

Pete shook his head.

I continued. “I’d like to know when they think this thing will be over. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“People are dieing out there,” Pete muttered.

“How do you know that?” I asked.

“I guess they call this sort of thing an act of God,” Pete said, the smoke running listlessly out of his nose.

I nodded.

Pete added. “If this is an act of God, then God is a madman!”

We sat silently for a while and stared at the houses around us. The electricity had gone out and people were using candlelight. You could see them moving from room to room in their homes. A tree tumbled over and came crashing down on a garage. 

“We don’t belong here,” Pete said.

I wondered when he would finally decide to head back to the garage.

“We’re tourists,” Pete continued. “How long have humans been in this place? A few thousand years. The planet is millions of years old. This place hardly recognizes us. We’re a minor irritant. Like an itch that the planet occasionally has to scratch.”

Pete put his cigarette out in the ashtray.

“A storm like this puts us in our place.” 

Pete turned on the ignition. The car wouldn’t start.

***

Mary Gruber stood outside the almost completed home, her arms crossed, the silhouette of her figure against the sinking sun making her look like a bronze statue, a monument to a dead hero in a park collecting pigeons.

“It’s going to be a fine home,” I said, stepping up behind Mary.

Mary glanced at me. Even in that slight gesture I could read her disapproval. 

“Jack says it needs children,” Mary responded.  

Mary would have no children of her own. The Gruber’s would adopt a young Indian boy named Ernie.

I repeated a homily you find printed on doormats.

“Children make a house a home,” I smiled, suppressing an urge to vomit.

Mary glared at me. I noticed that her shadow was stretching out, consuming my shadow in its wake.

“Why did he do it?”

“Excuse me?” I responded.

“Why did that young man hang himself in our house?”

“I don’t know,” I sighed, relieved by Mary’s sudden flush of compassion. “Some think that he saw himself becoming his father and he couldn’t live with that. Others wonder if there weren’t financial difficulties. Perhaps it was an aftershock from the disappearance of his mother.”

Mary turned on me.

“No!” she spat out. “Why did he hang himself in OUR house?”

There was silence. Our shadows crawled up the side of the house, like two burglars. 

“I can’t get a break,” Mary began. “Every time something good happens, something bad follows in its path. When we left Germany, it was like leaving a morgue. The country was haunted by guilt and recrimination. During the war I saw things, Mr. Wilson, saw things that no young girl should ever see. I was so happy in our new home, Canada. We landed in the fall. The air was so clean and cold and I felt that I had been reborn. But our accents betrayed us. People looked at us with suspicion. They blamed us for the war, kept asking us about the Camps. I was a child during the war. Peter promised that things would get better. We had to be patient.  For years we worked, sacrificed and waited.”

Mary looked at me. There were no tears in her eyes.

“When Peter and I saw this piece of property, I thought that God had finally forgiven us. We were going to be allowed to live like other people. And now this! We’re still the enemy. Even to God.”

***

Pete sat in the Cadillac that he had up on blocks. I knocked on the window.

The window rolled down.

“Come on in, Mr. Wilson. Nothing like sitting in a Cadillac and reading the newspaper.”

Using a stool that I found in the corner, I climbed in beside Pete. I had never sat in a car with such comfort.

“The rich really know how to live, eh?” Pete smiled, pushing various buttons that raised and lowered various windows.

I smiled in agreement then asked, “What’s in the news?”

“Going to start a new baseball league. Toronto is supposed to get a team.”

“Won’t happen,” I said shaking my head. “Remember the Federal League. Supposed to get a team then too.”

“This time it will be different, Mr. Wilson.”

‘‘What’s the news about the Boyd Gang?” I asked changing the topic of conversation. Talking about religion was a dangerous topic and baseball was religion for Pete. “Heard something down at the Islington House.”

Pete passed me the front page of the Telegram. The Boyd Gang, notorious bank robbers, had escaped from the Don Jail.

“Better not show up here,” Pete swore. ‘‘1 got a shotgun in the shop.”

“They’re bank robbers,” I said. ‘‘Not likely to rob a gas station.’’ 

‘‘A thief is a thief,” Pete responded.

I ran my hand along the rich upholstery of the seat. 

‘‘Would you really shoot someone, Pete?’’ I asked.

Pete put down the paper and thought for a moment. 

He responded. “If I had to.’’

“How would you know they were going to rob you?” I asked.

“I wouldn’t wait to find out,” Pete responded.

“Just plug them while they were sitting in their car?”

Pete nodded with a smile.

“And you don’t think they’d notice you stepping over to their car with a shotgun in your hands?” I asked.

“Why do you have to be so negative about things, Mr. Wilson?” Pete asked.

“I’m not negative,” I responded in my defense. “Just pointing out the obvious.”

“But folks don’t want the obvious pointed out to them,” Pete said.

Pete returned to his paper. I sat back enjoying the luxury of the Cadillac.

Finally after a period of silence I spoke.

“If there were no rich people a fine automobile like this would never have been built.”

Pete glanced at me and smiled.

“We have so much to thank them for.” 

***

Her name was Mary Barnes. After the celebrated poet. I was walking by the Senior’s Centre, a converted Dairy, when I saw old people filing into the building. A funeral, I thought. But Butler’s Funeral Home was across the street. Curious, I walked in. They were having a dance. I looked around. The women outnumbered the men two to one which says something about the longevity of the two sexes. 

I’ve got to get out of here, I said to myself but before I could flee a sprightly small woman tucked her arm in mine.

“Hello sailor,” she spoke in a voice cracking like an old ‘78 record.

Several couples were already out on the floor.

“Well, shall we have a go at it,” she said. 

That was Mary.

Mary was unabashedly fond of men. 

“Women make me cry. Oh, the ways of the world are so cruel and women must bare the brunt of that pain, Frank.”

Within minutes the formalities of friendship had been broken down. Mary made you feel like you were life long friends.

“Cramps, blood, childbirth, varicose veins, the whole paraphernalia of human existence, Frank. Women suffer it all. Such strength and fortitude. Such nobility and character. Oh Frank, isn’t woman a wondrous creature? But men, Frank, men make me laugh. I love everything about them. Their weaknesses, their posturing, their playfulness, the roughness of their bodies, their muscles and their fat, everything that hangs, and swings, and laughs and weeps. The world is a woman, Frank, but a man is paradise.”

Mary had such a kindly and affectionate way with her that I found myself quite taken with her. And she loved to laugh. Almost anything I said or did set her off. And her laughter made me feel light headed, almost giddy with delight. The way she walked, and moved her eyes and mouth, the way her hand patted her hair, or brushed her dress made you aware that the spirit of a young girl still lived inside that old woman.

And I found something I had forgotten about myself. There was a little boy inside.

I walked her home. Mary told me all about her life. She had buried two husbands, had given birth to five children, and was now the grandmother of five. All of her children had moved away and she now lived alone, a situation, she declared, that would not continue.

We met quite often over the next few months. When winter hit, I made it a point of going over to her house to make sure her walked was shoveled. In the spring, I helped her weed her garden and seed her lawn. She loved birds and had little houses hanging from trees all over her lot.  In the summer when it wasn’t too hot, I mowed her lawn. When the temperature rose into the high 20s, I hired a local boy to take care of the grass.

One day over tea. Mary asked. “Would you like to move in with me, Mr. Wilson?”

I choked on my tea, which made Mary laugh.

Mary continued. “We get along well enough. You make me laugh and I can still cook a pretty good meal. Whatdya say, eh sailor?”

I responded. “I don’t know what to say.”

Mary squeezed my arm. “Come on, say ya will!”

I said. “I don’t keep regular hours.”

“I’m not always regular myself,” Mary laughed. “But I find that a dish of prunes keeps the old plumbing in working order. Now if you’re worried about money, forget it. I’m pretty well set. My ex-husbands both left me well off. They were both good old sods and wouldn’t mind me sharing with you. Well, what’s it gonna be, kid?”

I hesitated for a moment Mary’s eyebrows rose in anticipation.

I said. “I’m not very… romantic.”

Mary laughed, sighing with deep affection as she shook her head.

“I know all about men. Don’t you worry on that part. We’ll get you up and running in no time. Both my ex-husbands passed on with smiles on their faces.”

I blushed. 

“Let’s try it out,” Mary insisted. “See how it works. Whatdya got to lose?”

And that’s how it started. I didn’t move in with Mary but was around often enough that it was hard to tell the difference. People started calling Mary, Mrs. Wilson and she never contradicted them. Nor did I. 

***

Bobby Nelson was looking for a reason to hate the world. His opportunity came on a hot night in August. It was late in the evening when I heard Mary Nelson screaming. I was at the corner of Tyre and Jopling smoking a Dumaurier. They were putting up a new bungalow on the corner and I was admiring their work. Doctor Holmes told me I shouldn’t smoke. He said I wasn’t gifted with strong lungs. Mary Nelson had strong lungs. Her screams could be heard for blocks. I saw her running north on Prennan Avenue, her blouse ripped, some blood running down her cheek from a scratch on her forehead. She had just been raped and was running home. I wasn’t the only one who heard her screams. Most of the neighborhood would have had their windows open that hot evening. Many were watching The Man From Uncle on television. Others went to their windows and looked out. Like hearing an ambulance passing through the neighborhood, they waited for the screams to subside. But no one left their homes to investigate.

The Nelsons did not report the rape to the police. They were embarrassed. How were they going to explain why their daughter was out by herself at that hour? And what of Mary Nelson’s reputation? It would be assumed, though no one would come out and say it, that Mary was a slut. She must have been asking for it. So it was kept quiet, buried in the family memory. No one was to mention it again. We would all forget. But Bobby remembered.

***

Tony Vieri nodded toward the corner of the pool hall. There were two young girls, not more than thirteen or fourteen years old, standing by the women’s washroom, smoking.

“They come here all the time,” Tony said, chewing on a wad of gum.

“What am I supposed to do with them?”

“Can’t you kick them out?”

“They’d just hang around outside and attract the cops. What do I need that for? You know what they’re looking for?”

I shook my head.

“Anything,” Tony smiled and popped a bubble. “They’re looking for anything. Jailbait. They’re twins. Impossible to tell them apart. Sometimes they go out back in the parking lot with guys.”

“And you don’t say anything’?” I asked.

“Hey, Mr. Wilson! Do I look like a social worker? Bobby, the little shit, has tried to hustle them, but they won’t have anything to do with him. What a loser, eh? Can’t even get pussy from those two sluts!”

“And what about you, Tony?”

Tony turned and looked at me.

“You think I’m nuts, Mr. Wilson! Those two don’t even wash their hands.”

***

Mary Nelson would later marry a man thirty years her senior. She would have a son, Taylor, who would become something of an autistic savant. He was a brilliant chess player but never could be coaxed into removing his rubber boots. He went to school in them, slept in them, played chess in them. When he was twelve years old Taylor was hospitalized and the boots were surgically removed.

Mary’s husband disappeared into death one afternoon. That was the only way to describe it. No one spoke about him; Mary continued to go to her job as a social worker at the Six Points Plaza office; the whole family carried on as if nothing had happened. 

Bobby began to take an interest in his nephew. He took the young boy to soccer games, chess tournaments, and doctor appointments. All went well until one day Mary caught Bobby in the garage with young Taylor. She forbade Bobby ever to come near her son again. What Mary saw in the garage was never discussed.

***

Gord Thompson worked at the Ford plant. He made good money but gave too much of it away to his friends at the Islington House. Many evenings Gord staggered home complaining that they were letting too many under-aged drinkers into the Hotel.

“Damn kids are hardly off the tit,” Gord cried.

Bobby Nelson was one of these underage drinkers. And when Bobby had a few beers he would become obnoxious especially with the older men.

“You still get it up?” Bobby would cry, slapping the backs of his drinking companions.

Gord leaned forward over the breakfast table jabbing his finger in the air.

“The kid pesters you to play shuffle board for beers,” Gord complained. “And then he whines when he losses. And he always loses.”

“Best out of seven!” Bobby bellowed out. “I’m good for the money.”

Gord Thompson had a daughter. It was his only child. He was extremely proud of her especially years later when against all odds she worked her way through medical school. 

“Ain’t much I’ve done in my life that I’m proud of,” Gord beamed that afternoon when Helen stepped up to the podium in her gown to receive her diploma.

“But God, isn’t she a sight?” Gord sniffled. 

His wife handed him a Kleenex. Gord blew his nose. Everyone in the assembly hall heard it and laughed. Helen shook her head and smiled.

“That’s my dad,” she said to the dean.

At one time the Thompson’s and Nelson’s had been close friends. They barbecued in the summer, helped sell Christmas trees for the scouts in the winter at Our Lady Of Peace Church. Mrs. Nelson and Mrs. Thompson were often seen together checking out various antique stores in the small towns north of Toronto. When Bobby Nelson graduated from high school he needed a date for the prom. Mrs. Thompson volunteered their daughter, Helen. Gord was against it.

“I don’t trust that boy,” he said to his wife.

“If you try anything with my daughter,” he warned young Bobby; “I’ll have your balls for door knockers!”

***

When he was eleven Bobby made his own weapons: knives, machetes, and primitive crossbows, even a crude gun. On Saturday nights he would strap his arsenal of weapons to his body and march up and down Botfield like a sheriff down the streets of Tombstone.

“Nobody going to cause trouble on my watch,” Bobby would boast.

One evening years later in the Islington House three bikers walked in. They sat in the corner, drank some beers, and kept to themselves. Until Bobby arrived. After a couple of beers at the bar, he stepped over to their table and challenged them to brawl with him and a couple of friends.

The bikers laughed.

“Get lost before I bury my fist in your face punk!” one of the bikers laughed.

Bobby didn’t laugh. Instead he insulted the biker’s mother.

The bikers roared with laughter.

“Wyatt really wants to rumble,” the one whose mother had been insulted responded.

“Let him be,” another shook his head. “Look at him. He’s retarded.”

Bobby insulted their tattoos. 

The bikers ignored the slight and talked amongst themselves. 

Bobby looked around the bar at the other patrons for approval. Everyone had lost interest and returned to watching the ball game on the television set. 

Bobby insulted their bikes. That got the bikers attention. They stood up and surrounded Bobby. Bobby asked for five minutes so he could call his friends. The bikers escorted Bobby to the pay telephone in the hallway between the Room for Gentlemen, and the Room for Ladies and Escorts. Bobby called Charlie O’Hara’s house. 

Bobby knew that Danny Green would be there. When Charlie answered the phone, Bobby explained the situation. Charlie began to laugh and handed the phone to Danny.

“Hey man, there are some heavy duty bikers who want to rumble with us,” Bobby explained enthusiastically.

“What!” Danny cried.

“You gotta come down here,” Bobby urged as if he was offering Danny a once in a lifetime experience. “It’ll be a blast, man. Just what we always talked about.”

“What did we always talk about?” Danny asked.

“You know,” Bobby stammered, smiling briefly at the bikers before he addressed Danny again.

“Tell me!” Danny urged Bobby.

“Like how we were going to have our own gang,” Bobby said, his voice rising impatiently. “And how we would take on all comers.”

“I never said that, Bobby,” Danny responded. “That was your idea. Do you remember what I said?”

Bobby nodded at the bikers to reassure them that all was well.

“What?” he asked.

“Are you nuts?” Danny responded. “That’s what I said to you, Bobby.”

“But these guys are here now,” Bobby turned from the bikers and whispered in the phone. “I’m in a bit of a bind.”

“Why did you pick on three bikers?” Danny asked.

“Well,” Bobby responded, “aren’t we like the three musketeers, one for all and all for one?”

Danny roared with laughter and hung up.

Bobby held the phone to his ear for several minutes pretending to listen, trying to think of some escape from his present conundrum. Then he put down the phone and looked at the bikers.

Bobby laughed, slapping one of the bikers on the shoulder good-naturedly. 

“I was just pulling your leg fellas.”

The biker whose mother had been insulted previously, growled. 

Bobby smiled sheepishly. “Can’t you take a joke?”

***

“You don’t have to be told, Mr. Wilson, that Bobby was no student,” Mrs. Upper smiled. Mrs. Upper, all circles and roundness in her late middle age had been teaching for thirty years, and was looking forward to retirement. “But I have a soft spot for all of my boys, especially Bobby. There’s a certain honesty about Bobby. When he tells you something you can be sure he means it.”

“How to you mean that, mam?”

“Bobby told me that there was some trouble with his sister and he’s going to fix it. Do you know what trouble Bobby is referring to Mr. Wilson?”

I told Mrs. Upper about the assault on Bobby’s older sister.

“Oh dear,” she sighed. “That sounds dangerous.”

I agreed.

“What do you think Bobby means by fixing it? He’s only twelve years old.”

I said that I had no idea, nor did I think that Bobby had any idea.

“Oh, he has some idea,” Mrs. Upper argued. “That boy has some idea in his head. What’s to be done with that poor lad?”

I shook my head.

“I’m afraid that he’s headed for no good.”

“Oh don’t say that, Mr. Wilson,” Mrs. Upper insisted, a tear running down her cheek. 

***

Pete wiped his face with a washcloth, water dripping in tears from his chin.
“Too hot to work today, Pete?” I asked.

Pete smiled. “Nah. I love sweating over an engine. Nothing like it. The precision and intelligence. Everything in a machine has a function, a meaning. There is nothing extra. It’s like looking into the face of God.”

“You mean its like looking at the universe,” I suggested.

Pete shook his head. 

“Nature is not like that at all. Nature has no simple functions. A flower does not exist merely to supply honey to the bee. It exists to ensure the survival of the plant, to return to the earth as fertilizer, to feed the horse or the rabbit, to fill the tiny hands of children with wonder. It exists for a multitude of reasons. In nature where complexity rules, meaning has no meaning. Its too flat a word, too two dimensional. But when you look into an internal combustion engine, the simplicity overwhelms you.”

Pete hesitated. “You are laughing at me, Mr. Wilson.”

I shook my head. 

“No, I’m not laughing. I’m...” I paused for a moment. ‘You surprised me, that’s all.”

I looked away. A car had pulled up to the pumps for gas, waited patiently for a few minutes, beeped its horn and when no one came out to service it, pulled away again.

I looked at Pete wondering why he hadn’t rushed out to the pumps.

“What do you mean surprised you, Mr. Wilson?” Pete asked.

“You’re a philosopher, Pete.”

Some time passed. Pete returned to his engine and I leaned against the garage door musing.

“Out with it, Mr. Wilson,” Pete said.

“What?” I responded.

Pete said. “Something is on your mind. I can read you like a book, Mr. Wilson.”

I conceded the point with a smile. 

“I have a problem you might be able to help me with, Pete.”

Pete shook his head as he reached deep under the hood of the car.
I talked about Bobby.

Pete stood up, his head narrowly missing the hood of the car. I had never seen Pete hit his head on a car hood but I always expected there to be a first time. 

Pete looked at me with a puzzled expression on his face. 

“I thought I knew all the kids in the area but I can’t put a face on this Bobby kid.”

How could Pete know Bobby? Bobby wouldn’t be born for another fifteen years.

“Doesn’t live around here,” I explained.

“Well,” Pete responded. “Seems you’re being pretty hard on the kid.”

“He’s no good, Pete,” I argued.

Pete shook his head. “Ain’t no kid who’s no good.”
I told Pete about several incidents in Bobby Nelson’s life.

“Everybody makes mistakes,” Pete said shaking his head. “Kid just needs a guiding hand. Why don’t you bring him down to the station?  I’ll give him some odd jobs. Nothing like work to set a boy on the straight and narrow. I wasn’t no angel myself when I was young.”
“Sure you were, Pete,” I laughed. “Wasn’t nothing mean or rough about you. Remember, I was there.”

***

Bobby leaned against the school fence, smoking a cigarette. It was Sunday afternoon and Ernie Gruber had just run home after Bobby had spent the last hour taunting him, kicking him, pushing young Ernie to the edge of tears. Charlie O’Hara was there as well, more an audience than a participant.

Bobby grinned. “You going to call the cops, Mr. Wilson?”

“You’ve got to quit this, Bobby,” I said.

“Hey, we were just having some fun.” 

“I don’t think it was fun for Ernie.”

“Now, that’s where you’re wrong, Mr. Wilson. Ernie and I are buds. We tease each other all the time. Sometimes we butt heads but hey, that’s the way it goes in teenville.”

“Ernie is younger than you and smaller.”

“Next time,” Bobby smiled, “I’ll remember to tie my hand behind my back. Look, Mr. Wilson, you oughta stay out of these things. It ain’t none of your business. Besides the kid is an Indian. They’re used to the rough stuff.”

“You’re going to go too far, Bobby.”

Bobby laughed, choking on cigarette smoke.

“Hey, old man, tell me where too far is and I’II meet you there.”

5. The Blue Album
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***

The Gruber’s house was finished by Christmas. Mary begged Peter to buy a good dog. She didn’t want the house to attract any more dead souls. The dog Peter brought home was a huge beast, half German shepherd and half wolf. Mary named the dog, Alois.

“She wants me to buy her a gun,” Peter complained. “I told her it wasn’t that easy to get a handgun. You have to show cause; there are papers to fill out; it takes time. You should see the security system she had me put in. It’s costing me a small fortune.”

Mary Gruber couldn’t see that Alois was enough to discourage any intruders. The dog certainly terrified her neighbors.

“I’m afraid,” old Mrs. Macmillan confided over tea and carrot muffins. “If that dog gets off his leash and out of their yard, he’ll swallow me whole. I swear it. I’ve put up with enough. All that noise while their house was being built. I suppose you can’t help making noise when you’re building a house, but they wanted my permission to build that third floor. And well, I went along with it. At my age I just don’t have any strength to fight. Now my rose bush is dieing. Roses need light. I don’t suppose I’ll ever grow tomatoes again. And then the incident with that poor dear hanging himself. That was dreadful, just dreadful. I knew that young man, saw him grow up. My heart weeps when I think of the darkness in that boy’s heart. I don’t think I could lay my head down in a house where someone had met such a gruesome end. And now the police are showing up at all hours because of their alarm system. The dog keeps setting it off you know. The Gruber’s blame it on the neighborhood kids but I know all the children in the area and they’re not like that. I’ve seen them grow up. I saw their parents grow up. Oh, Mr. Wilson, you know what I’m talking about. It’s not the children, is it? It’s that beast. When did people start keeping monsters in their back yards instead of pets?”

When Mrs. Macmillan passed on, the Grubers attempted to buy her property. They asked her niece for a discount price, arguing that they had been close neighbors for a long time and Mrs. Macmillan would have wanted it that way. Mrs. Macmillan’s niece decided to put the house on the open market.

“She’ll never get her price,” Mary Gruber growled. “The place will sit there forever and deteriorate. And who will suffer? You know darned well who will suffer. Look what it’s doing to the value of our home and after all the money and time we’ve put into our property. Don’t we pay taxes? Look at that place! I’m not blaming dear Mrs. Macmillan. She was an old woman and it got to be too much for the dear soul. She should have sold it years ago and moved into a senior’s home like I suggested. Now that niece owns it. Chirpy little thing. Always smiling. You cannot trust someone who smiles that much. What is she so happy about?”

***

The Grubers adopted Ernie.

“A house needs a child in it to become a home,” Peter Gruber explained.

“We couldn’t have children of our own,” Mary apologized. 

“In the navy, I probably left a kid in every port,” Peter laughed then apologized. This was no time for levity.

“They say,” Mary nodded as she sucked on a menthol cigarette, “when you adopt, you are later blessed with your own child.”

Peter nodded and looked at his wife.

“Yes, that’s right. They say that.”

Ernie was six years old when the Gruber’s adopted him. He was scared to death of Alois.

“We couldn’t get a baby,” Mary explained.

“We’ve avoided the terrible twos,” Peter grinned then apologized.

“It’s my nerves,” he explained.

“They only had Indians left,” Mary explained.

“I try and find the humour in dark situations,” Peter added.

Mary looked up. “That’s what they told us. I’m sure it was the truth.”

Ernie was half Mississauga. His mother died of alcoholism on the streets of Hamilton, Ontario. His father, a retired cop, raised him for the first five years of his life but found he couldn’t handle the young boy.

“I’ve got a disability,” the cop explained. “Bad back. Took a broken beer bottle in the ribs from his mother.”

“He has beautiful brown eyes,” Mary said. “His voice is filled with gentleness. Sometimes he sleeps with us. There’s something about the darkness that frightens him. He seems, not retarded, but slow.”

“All the boy needs is discipline and a steady hand,” Peter said, tucking his shirt in.

Mary said. “The dog is so good with him. They’re inseparable. And it takes a load off my mind to know that they child is protected at all times.”

Ernie tried to do well in school but his mind seemed to be constantly diverted by other thoughts. His eyes wandered across the ceiling of the classroom, out the window, into the wind swirling leaves, through the trees, chasing clouds across the sky. Each school year was a struggle. Teachers would phone the Gruber’s complaining about Ernie.

“He doesn’t pay attention,” became a quote from grade one to eight. 

“He can’t seem to finish a task on time. He doesn’t do his homework. He never hands in his assignment. He can’t seem to remember what he was taught the day before. I can’t spend all my time with Ernie. I have other students. Ernie has to learn to control his temper. Strapping him doesn’t seem to work. Maybe things will get better next year.”

Ernie responded, “There is so much else going on.”

Mary Gruber lay in bed beside her husband staring up at the ceiling, tears in her eyes. 

“Can’t we send him back?”

***

Dr. Holmes stood leaning against the window, staring out across the backyard at Our Lady Of Peace School. He was silhouetted against the darkening sky.

“I can write you a prescription,” he said, “but I’m not sure how much good it will do you. Let you sleep. Improve you appetite. Would you like me to talk to your wife?”

“And what would you tell her?” I asked.

Dr. Holmes put both his hands in his pocket and stepped across the room. He looked like a lawyer auditioning for the part of Parry Mason.

“Frank, this isn’t easy for any of us. Your wife needs to know. She needs to understand what is happening to you. Senile dementia can happen to anyone, will happen to most of us if we live long enough. It is a difficult disease to deal with because it affects the way we perceive reality. Instead of a direct flow of information like a river, data enters the conscious mind in packets, sometimes out of temporal order, sometimes in a pattern that no one but the patient can follow. There will come a time when you will not recognize your closest friends, your wife, me. It is because in your mind you are receiving information that happened before you met any of us. We will be strangers. It is a temporal distortion. Now you will not forget any basic functions like speaking or writing but you will lose the ability to communicate coherently. You will at times feel lost.”

“But…” I attempted to interject but Dr. Holmes would have none of it.

“Delusions are often part of the illness, Frank. This notion you have that you are a god, it is your mind’s attempt to deal with this puzzle of information that it is receiving. And I must warn you that there are extreme mood swings from periods of melancholy to fits of anger. And coincidence and irony become the predominant modes in your thinking. Haven’t you noticed, Frank, that so many of the women in your delusions are named Mary? It is no coincidence. All of the women are one woman, your wife. She needs to know, Frank, what is happening to you. She needs to prepare herself.”

Later that day I sat drinking tea with Joan Green. 

“And he told you that?” Joan laughed.

“I didn’t find it amusing,” I responded.

“Last week Dr. Holmes told Nora Fleming that she was going through the change. Nora is ninety years old. She went through the change forty years ago.”

“You don’t think I should believe him?”

“I think you should get a second opinion,” Joan said, patting me on the hand. “I think it is more likely that our dear old doctor is slipping into senility. God, I feel sorry for his wife. Mary is such a dear and not all that well herself. Weak heart.”

“I didn’t know,” I responded.

“Now,” Joan said, leaning across the table, “tell me about this nonsense of you being a god.”

 “What did you say Mrs. Holmes’ name was?” I asked.

***

Ernie used to disappear for days at a time. I found his hideout in Echo Valley. The valley ran along a branch of Etobicoke Creek parallel to Burnhampthorpe Road on the old O’Grady farm. 

“I ain’t going back,” the twelve-year-old Ernie, swore, sucking on a cigarette. 

The hideout that Ernie had constructed was impossible to find in the well-wooded glen. He had managed to squirrel away supplies enough to last him several days. It was the smoke from his fire that had attracted my attention.

“I’m not taking you back,” I responded. “But your parents are worried about you.”

“They ain’t my parents!”

Ernie butted out his cigarette and cursed the empty package in his shirt pocket. I offered him one of mine.

“What do you do here all day?” I asked.

Ernie lit the cigarette and shrugged. “Sometimes I go over to the golf course and watch those old men.”

“Have you ever played golf?” I asked. 

Ernie shook his head.

“I don’t understand what they’re doing,” Ernie said. “How can they keep their mind on that little white ball when they are walking through a park filled with trees, and flowers, birds? How do they do it, Mr. Wilson?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “Mark Twain called golf a good walk ruined. Is school like that too, Ernie?”

The little boy nodded.

“There are so many things happening. How can you keep your mind on printing? Or spelling? I don’t fit, Mr. Wilson. I can’t put my mind in a prison like that.”

“What about your friends?”

“Ain’t got no friends. Except for Bobby Nelson and he scares me. Danny Green is okay, I guess. What’s wrong with me, Mr. Wilson?”

Ernie sucked on his cigarette, deep in thought, then flicked it into the creek.

“Your parents love you,” I said.

Ernie didn’t say anything for a few minutes.

“I don’t know nothing about love,” he muttered then raised his eyes to mine. There was such a mixture of rage and tenderness in those eyes that I had to look away.

“You can’t stay here all winter,” I continued. “You know that, Ernie. You’re going to have to go back. Things will get better. You don’t see that now, but...”

“I liked Mrs. Macmillan,” Ernie said. “She used to invite me in to her house. She let me drink coffee. We used to talk about things. She knew so much. Her grandfather used to farm in this area. Her son died in Europe during the war. She coulda raised me.”

“If you don’t come back with me,” I warned, “the police will come looking for you.”

“I told them something was the matter,” Ernie said. “But they didn’t pay any attention. The dog was barking for two days. Mrs. Macmillan wasn’t picking up her mail. She didn’t open her curtains in the morning like she normally did. I tried to open her back door but it was locked. I knew something was wrong.”

“They took her to the hospital,” I explained. Mrs. Macmillan had fallen down the stairs and broken both her legs. She lay there for two days, alone, in pain, unable to call for help. Finally her heart gave out. Her niece found her on the fourth day. 

“No, before that,” Ernie cried. “She was inside but couldn’t call out to anyone. If I had broken in, maybe I could have saved her.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Ernie.”

A tear ran down Ernie’s cheek. He wiped it away with the sleeve of his sweater. 

“I ain’t going back.”

***

Mary Gruber looked at her husband over the breakfast table.

Peter was finishing his breakfast.

He asked. “What did you give me for lunch?”

She asked. “What are you going to do about him?”

Peter stood up from the breakfast table and opened the refrigerator.

She said. “I forgot about your lunch.”

Peter turned. “What do you expect me to do? He runs away every time we force him back to school!”

The refrigerator door quietly closed.

“Something has to be done!” Mary cried.

“Don’t you think I know that?” Peter barked back. “I can’t beat the boy anymore. I won’t do it!”

“You’re such a coward!” Mary barked and stomped out of the room.

***

There were people gathered in groups on the streets, talking. Young children wandered around the streets, crying for their mothers. Bands of teenagers, equipped with flashlights, journeyed up and down the streets in frantic conversation. In the distance one could hear the sirens from fire trucks. The only light available, except from flashlights and occasional automobile headlights, was the glow from a full moon. The sky was clear and the stars shone in a black soup I hadn’t seen since the old days before the city moved in.

“What happened?’ I asked a group of teenagers passing by. 

“Is that you, Mr. Wilson?”

It was Danny Green along with his girl friend, Joan, Charlie O’Hara, little Kenny Mackenzie and Bobby Nelson.

“It’s a blackout!” Joan laughed. “Isn’t it great?”

“But how?”

Bobby Nelson spoke. “There was an explosion down at the hydro plant on Kipling Avenue.”

And Danny added, “We’re going down to check it out.”

“And we had a religion exam tomorrow,” little Kenny laughed. 

“They can’t make us write it now,” Joan laughed.

“An act of God,” Bobby cried with glee.

I had never seen that group of kids so happy. Sometimes catastrophe brings out the best in people.

Mrs. Larose rushed out of her house toward me.

“I can’t find her,” she cried hysterically.

“Find who?” I asked.

“She got away! She’s out there someplace! Oh my God, alone in that darkness. She can’t sleep without a night light.”

“Calm down, now,” I said. “Did you phone the police?”

Mrs. Larose nodded, and then began to weep again.

“They said they couldn’t help us. She’s only a little girl. I only turned around for a few minutes and she was gone. Disappeared, Mr. Wilson, she’s gone! Gone!”

“Where’s Mr. Larose?” I asked.

Mrs. Larose grabbed my lapel. “She disappeared!”

I was about to suggest something when Mrs. Larose, thinking she heard something, turned and rushed back toward her house.

I was struggling to find my way to Mary’s house when Ernie Gruber ran passed me. He was laughing. I tried to get his attention but he was too wrapped up in his joy. Opposite St. Andrew’s Church I met the little Larose girl. She was with her father.

“Your wife is looking for you,” I said. 

The little girl laughed.

“God has sent us a message,” Mr. Larose smiled.

“I think you better get home,” I suggested. “Your wife is frantic. She thinks the little one here is lost.”

I found Mary Burns sitting on her front steps with a candle reading a book.

She said. “What a night, eh Frank? Makes your heart dance with joy.”

I said. “I came as quickly as possible. I was afraid that...” 

Mary laughed. “Afraid! What’s there to be afraid of, eh? Just a little darkness. People are so talkative. Never talked to so many people in one night, Frank. Think of that, Frank, people actually stop to talk! All those televisions dead but the people are alive. Ain’t it grand?”

I smiled. “I’m glad you’re enjoying the apocalypse, Mary.”

Mary slugged me playfully in the arm.

“Makes a girl feel twenty years younger,” Mary giggled then gestured to the house with her eyes. “Whatdya say, sailor?”

I sat down on the steps. 

“I’d prefer a cup of tea.”

“Ah, Frank, where’s your sense of adventure?”

Mary put her arm around my shoulder and whispered in my ear.

I turned and looked at her with some surprise.

“Mary!”

Mary winked, grabbed my hand and dragged me inside.

***

The police car pulled up beside me.

The officer rolled down his window. 

I stopped and nodded. 

“How do you do officer? Lovely evening.”

“Kind of late to be wandering about?” the officer said looking up at me. His eyes shifted back and forth as if he were scanning the neighborhood for my accomplices.

I leaned over and looked into the police cruiser. I had always marveled at the electronic gadgets in a police cruiser.

“Ain’t that something? Pete would have been pretty damn impressed. Pete ain’t alive today but if he were, he would be impressed. Yes sir. Pete was a first rate mechanic but I don’t think he ever could have imagined the gadgetry you have in this fine automobile.”

The officer smiled patiently, waiting for me to answer his question.

“Think I could turn on the siren?” I asked.

“It’s a little late, sir. A little late for you too.”

“Ah Pete!” I cried running my fingers along the car’s shiny exterior. 

I turned to the officer again.

“My friend would love to have had a peek under your hood.”

The officer took out a small book into which he began to scribble while my eyes cruised around the interior of the automobile.

“Do you have a legitimate reason for being out here, sir?”

“Eh?” I asked, turning to the officer. I had been so taken with the contents of the police car that I hadn’t paid attention to the officer himself.

“Insomnia,” I responded. “Do I actually have to have a reason for being out here?”

The officer sighed. I could tell that he didn’t want to get into a discussion regarding my right to be out on the street in the small hours of the morning.

“Nothing like a good walk before you retire,” I smiled.

“You could take a walk earlier in the evening,” the officer suggested.

I did not respond. 

Then the officer added, “Have you seen any kids around?”

“Complaint from Mary Gruber?” I asked.

The officer smiled but did not respond. His silence was the answer.

“What heinous crime have those hoodlums committed now?” I asked.

“Skinny dipping in the neighborhood pools,” the officer smiled.

I laughed.

“Why, I used to do that myself. Not in backyard pools. No one had pools in those days. Would have seemed very peculiar to have one. No, we used to swim in the Humber River when it was a river and not a sewer. Nothing like a midnight dip to cool you off on a hot evening. Never had any trouble sleeping back then. Do you think it could have been those midnight swims?”

The policeman shook his head and chuckled.

“You too!” I laughed.

The policeman nodded.

“You from around here?” I asked.

The officer leaned back in his seat and relaxes. 

“I used to visit my cousin up on West Glen, north of Burnhampthorpe.”

“Know it,” I nodded. “Used to be part of the Shaver farm. Know anyone named Quinn?”

The officer shook his head.

“Peculiar name, don’t you think? Where did you go swimming?”

“There was a mansion up on Lorraine Gardens owned by a fellow who ran the Toronto Argonauts,” the officer explained.

“What was his name?” I asked, searching my memories. “Hudson? Hodgins?”

“Big house,” the officer added.

“Yes,” I said. “Spanish style hacienda with a towering hedge around the lot.”

“That was the one,” the officer grinned. “They had a beautiful pool out back and we used to jump the fence and go for a dip. I’d almost forgotten about that. Sometimes girls would go with us.”

“Girls!” I laughed. “Skinny dipping?”

The officer nodded, chuckling away.

“Son of a gun!” I cried and jabbed the officer in the shoulder. And immediately apologized.

“Did you…” I began to ask with a grin and a wink.

The officer blushed. “Well, we tried.”

I howled with laughter and punched him in the shoulder again, this time harder.

“Girls from around here?” I asked.

The officer blushed again. “I forget their names,” he said. “One was named Joan, I think. Joan Green.”

“Joan Green!” I howled with delight, punching the officer once again in the arm. He winced and rolled his window a little to shield his shoulder from future attention.

“You know her?” he asked.

“Well, she was Joan Brown then. Married a fellow named Green. Danny Green. Do you know him?”

The officer shook his head.

We talked some more about crazy things we’d done in the past then the officer decided it was time he moved on before the attention of any of the neighbors was aroused.

“If you see those boys, tell them to get off the streets will you? Last thing we need is to have some irate home owner taking shots at some kids in his backyard.”

“I’ll tell them,” I smiled and quickly added, “If I see anyone.”

“And try to get some sleep yourself,” the officer added before he slowly moved down the street.

I stood and watched the car disappear into the night.

“Son of a bitch,” I muttered. 

He didn’t recognize me, I said to myself. 

I cried into the hollow darkness. 

“I have never forgotten you, Bobby Nelson!”

***

I sat on my haunches in the field and watched the bulldozers leveling the land. The apple orchard had once run along a series of rolling hills from Burnhamthorpe to Bloor Street a mile or so to the south. Now the big cats were turning that rolling countryside into a pool table. Barely a tree was left standing. All the good soil was scooped up and used as filler in the many streams that ran south.

The trees from the orchard had been pushed into large piles and burned like corpses in a medieval plague. The smoke curled up into the sky in large clouds and drifted away. There was so much fruit from the trees ground into the earth by the tractors that the drivers of the cats had to wear bandanas over their noses and mouths so they wouldn’t gag from the stench. I picked up some clumps of soil that crumbled in my fingers. It had been generations since the soil had been turned over like this. As the cats worked furiously away, clouds of dust rose until the sun turned brown and birds fell from the sky.

I walked for decades that day through block after block of housing developments ending up in front of Maria’s convenience store across from Michael Power High School. I sat the curb of Dundas Street and watched as the large cranes bent over the buildings ripping off walls, chewing away at metal eaves troughs. It seemed only yesterday, the late 50’s, that the high school had been under construction. I remembered the hours Pete and I had spent standing there smoking cigarette after cigarette watching the high school being built.

“Beautiful looking building,” he said. “Sure puts my gas station to shame.”

This particular morning I had spent at St. Joseph’s Hospital with Pete. He was dieing, in the last stages of lung cancer. Every breath was a painful struggle. Pete grabbed me by the shoulder and dragged me closer so he could whisper into my ear.

He said, “It never ends.”

The building that had been cared for by the Basilian Fathers was now being torn and ripped and shredded into small pieces. When Pete had slipped away, the nurses came into the room to usher me out. I didn’t want to leave his corpse afraid it too would be disposed of in the same careless manner. And I thought to myself that life is just the breath in your lungs, or the steps down an empty hall, or the last words written on a page.

***

Danny Green asked if he could bum a cigarette while we waited for Rigby’s to open. I handed him a package of Rothmans. I didn’t smoke any longer but kept a pack around as a bribe for conversation. Danny took two cigarettes before handing the pack back to me. One he put behind his ear; the other he lit.

Smoke slipped lethargically out of his nose. 

“They’ll kill ya, Danny,” I smiled.

“Lots of things will kill ya, Mr. Wilson,” Danny grunted. “I don’t expect to live forever.”

“You and your friends still doing your nightly tour?” I asked. 

Danny shook his head, mumbling under his breath, “We aren’t peeping toms, Mr. Wilson. We just like to cruise.”

I continued. “I was talking to a policeman. They’ve been on the look out for skinny dippers.”

“A regular crime wave,” Danny sneered.

“Nevertheless, you ought to be careful.” 

I had broken one of my own commandments. Old men should keep their mouths shut. There is nothing youth hates more than warnings. They’re like red flags. Danny looked up at me with contempt. How, he thought to himself, had a nosy parker like me managed to live so long? My continual existence, in Danny’s mind, disproved everything Darwin had preached about the survival of the fittest.

I asked. “What about your friends, little Kenny and what’s his

name?”

“Charlie,” Danny sighed. 

I nodded.

“They’ve sucked out,” Danny explained. “Kenny won’t leave his house. And Charlie’s been grounded.”

“What did he do?”

“Who said he did anything?”

“Must have been something,” I insisted.

“His folks caught him sneaking out the bathroom window. He got stuck.”

I laughed.

“Hey, it wasn’t so funny to Charlie!” Danny barked. 

I nodded and apologized for my insensitivity.

Danny asked. “What is it with you?”

I looked at Danny. ‘Tm not sure what you mean.”

He sighed, looked away for a moment with his hands on his hips, and then turned to me again.

“You know what I mean!”

I did not answer.

“Always nosing around other people’s business. Haven’t you got something better to do?”

“I like people,” I said in my own defense. “I find them interesting.”

I had just broken another commandment. Don’t try to con teenagers. They can see right through you. 

Danny looked away, violently sucking on his cigarette. 

“Well, why don’t you ask?” he spat out, the smoke flung like daggers in the air toward me. “It’s always on your mind. Go ahead and ask me if I had anything to do with that guy hanging himself in the Gruber house.”

I pretended to be shocked by Danny’s attitude. But he was right in everything he said and if I had been honest, I would have asked him about the suicide. But on that day I had to pretend that I was not interested. I couldn’t let anyone see into me, couldn’t allow Danny the leverage he would gain by reading my thoughts. Power was not something you gave away. 

“That was a long time ago,” I said.

Danny laughed.

“Who are you trying to convince? That guy hung himself. It was his decision. Wasn’t me that put the rope around his neck. Wasn’t me that placed him up on that box.”

I want to say, “You could have stopped him.” But I said nothing. 

“You are so fucked up,” he barked, flicked his cigarette into the street and stomped off. 

***

I saw the headlights flashing across the back of the yards, bouncing off trees, leaking through hedges. The light was coming from the Thompson house.

Something wrong, I thought. 

By the time I reached the Thompson’s, Gord Thompson had maneuvered his car around the backyard and aimed it at his garage, the nose of his Ford kissing the side of the garage. Because it had rained the evening before, his spinning tires had torn up much of the lawn. 

I tapped on the car door. Gord lowered the window. I could smell the beer. 

I asked. “What ya up to, Gordon?”

“How ya doing, Mr. Wilson? Been a while since we’ve seen you down at the Isy.” 

Isy was one of the short terms for the Islington House.

“Been around, Gordon. Doing this. Doing that. You know how it is.” I said.

Gord asked. “I wanted to talk to you about your wife.” 

“You and my wife planning on running off together, are you?”

Gord laughed. “She wouldn’t have me, Mr. Wilson.”

I laughed.

“I saw her the other day,” Gord continued, “trying to cross Kipling Avenue. She’s got to be more careful. Cars coming down there like a bat out of hell. Wouldn’t want to see her getting hurt. You ought to speak to her, Mr. Wilson.”

I agreed to talk to Mrs. Wilson. Looking around, I noticed the torn up grass.

“So Gordon, using your car to mow the lawn?”

Gord looked up at me with a puzzled expression on his face. 

“The car?”

Gord looked back out his window at the lawn.

“Oh shit!” he cried in a muffled voice.

Gord pointed to the garage. 

“Look at that garage!” 

I looked at the garage.

“Stand over there a bit. You got to get the angle right,” Gord explained. “Been on my mind for months.”

I moved over several feet and looked once again at the garage.

“What am I looking at here, Gordon?”

“Plain as the nose on your face,” Gord cried. “Damn garage has settled to one side. Bloody slanted.”

“Ya?” I responded. “I can see that”

“Wife’s been after me for weeks to straighten her out. Afraid the whole thing will come crashing down one day. Thought I could straighten her out with the car,” Gord added. “Give her a little nudge, ya know.”

I looked at the garage, then at the torn up lawn, then at the glazed look in Gord’s eyes.

I said. “It’s two o’clock in the morning.”

“Well, Mr. Wilson, I could have done it tomorrow, but I don’t like putting things off.”

***

It was a hell of a hot day to be putting an air conditioner in. I said so to Eugene Levy as he struggled to put the beast in his second floor window. I was on the driveway beside his car, looking up.

“Wife couldn’t sleep a wink last night,” he explained. “Says she’ll die if we don’t get a break in the weather. It’s only June, Mr. Wilson. Shipp built these homes like sweat boxes.”

Eugene wiped his brow.

“Took me forty five minutes to figure out how to take these damn aluminum windows out. I think they design these damn things just to drive you mad.”

I shook my head sympathetically.

“Don’t know how,” Eugene continued. “I’m going to put them back in the fall. The wife says that this is man’s work. Like men were genetically programmed to deal with installing air-conditioners.”

 “Be careful!” I said.

Eugene looked down at me. 

“Was that supposed to be funny, Mr. Wilson?”

I vowed to say nothing more. 

As Eugene struggled, slowly edging the big box out of the window, I winced. I could see the sweat running down his forehead. His fingers must have been wet as well. I was about to suggest that he move his car, it was parked directly under the window, when the air-conditioner slipped out of Eugene’s hands and tumbled out of the window. 

There was a look of utter despair as the air-conditioner left Eugene’s hands and made its short journey toward the roof of his car. I stepped back. A moment later there was a crash. 

The air-conditioner had plunged through the roof and was now resting in the back seat of the station wagon.

“What was that?” his wife cried out from some place deep inside the house.

Eugene looked out of the window at his car.

“Seems you now have air-conditioning in your wagon,” I commented.

***

“Did you know Mr. Shaeffer?” I asked Joan Green.

“The man who hung himself in the Gruber House?” Joan asked, looking up at from her gardening. Joan was weeding her flower garden. It was something of an obsession with her.

I nodded.

“Danny talked about him, but I never met him. How many adults does anyone remember from their youth? What kind of person was he?”

“What did Danny tell you?”

“He said that Shaeffer was no gentleman.” 

I thought about that for a moment. Joan shook her head and returned to her weeding.

“What did Danny mean by that?”

Joan shrugged her shoulders.

“I guess he didn’t like him. Danny didn’t go into details. He’s not much of a talker. Why are you asking?”

I shrugged.

“You think that Danny had something to do with it, don’t you?” Joan asked as she gouged her lawn, lifting a wad of crab grass out with her knife.

“Danny smokes,” I replied.

Joan leaned back on her haunches, putting her hand over her eyes as she looked up at me. I stepped to one side to shade her from the sun.

“What does Danny’s smoking habits have to do with anything?” Joan laughed.

“The police found cigarette butts on the floor where Jack Shaeffer hung himself.”

“And…” Joan asked impatiently.

“They counted them.”

“Yes?”

“There were ten butts.”

“The guy was nervous,” Joan sighed.
“The police never found the package the cigarettes came in. Jack didn’t leave the house  to find a garbage can and then return later to commit suicide.”

“So someone else had to be there?” Joan asked. “Is that what you’re getting at?”

I nodded.

Joan looked at me angrily. “You’re a regular Sherlock Holmes, aren’t you, Mr. Wilson? What does Danny have to do with this?”

“In those days, Danny was always bumming cigarettes,” I explained.

Joan climbed to her feet and turned away angrily.

“Mr. Wilson, why can’t you let this die? Why can’t you just let it die?”

I looked down at the carnage Joan had wrought on her lawn.

“Aren’t you going…?” I was about to ask when she stepped into the house, slamming the door behind her.

***

A feud had begun between the Jenkins and the Porters. Both families lived on identical lots, in identical houses on Botfield Avenue. Both had families with two children. The Porters had two boys; the Jenkins had one of each. Mr. Porter was an accountant. Mr. Jenkins was a controller for an electronics firm. The two families could have been twins separated at birth.

Like all feuds it was born in the most banal of circumstances. Mr. Jenkins had his lawn sprayed for dandelions and was upset that Mr. Porter had not done the same.

“You’ll undo my spraying!” he swore.

Mr. Porter explained. “Don’t believe in chemicals. Never have, never will. Chemicals in everything. Slowly killing us all.”

Mr. Jenkins responded. “You put fertilizer on your lawn, don’t you?”

Mr. Porter responded. “Not the same.”

Mr. Jenkins replied. “Same.”

Mr. Porter answered. “Not.”

One day a candy bar wrapper dropped by one of the Jenkins’ children was picked up by a squirrel and carried over to the Porter’s lawn. Mr. Porter accused the Jenkins’ children of littering.

“A squirrel carried it over,” Jenkins responded. “The wife saw it.”

Mr. Porter countered. “Wife saw your boy drop it.”

Mr. Jenkins considered his response for a minute. “Maybe it blew over to my lawn. The wind has been blowing south all week.”

Mr. Porter responded. “It was your squirrel that carried it over to my lawn.”

The next day Mr. Jenkins found a Popsicle wrapper on his lawn. 

“He’s done it out of revenge,” Mr. Jenkins told his wife. 

“Let it go, Mike,” his wife pleaded.

But Mr. Jenkins did not let it go. He took his garbage can and emptied its contents over the fence onto the Porter lawn. 

That evening under the cover of night, Mr. Porter emptied all three of his garbage cans onto the Jenkins front lawn.

“That does it,” Mr. Jenkins said to his wife.

Mr. Porter said the same to his wife. 

The next day there was a For Sale sign on both their lots.

Mr. Jenkins knocked on the front door of the Porter’s house. Mr. Porter answered the door.

“You’ve got to raise the price on your house, Porter!”

Mr. Porter responded. “I can sell my house for any damn price I feel like.”

Mr. Jenkins replied. “Think so, eh?”

The next day Jenkins lowered the price on his house, which was followed the next day by a drop in Mr. Porter’s asking price. Buyers began to look through both homes. And each buyer was warned about the neighbor next door. The prices of the two houses continued to drop.

“We’re giving the house away,” Mrs. Porter complained to her husband.

And Mrs. Jenkins warned her husband; “I didn’t slave all these years to pay off the mortgage to sell this place at that price.”

The next day both houses were taken off the market 

“Wait until it snows!” Jenkins said to his wife.

And Porter swore to his wife. “I’m buying a snow blower. First snow fall and I’m blowing all that white shit onto his yard!”

And Jenkins said to his wife, “Porter bought a snow blower. Why does he need a snow blower in August?”

***

Watching all the girls go by, blared out from the radio that Pete kept on a shelf over the door of the small glassed in office by the garage. Sitting in a chair behind his desk, his feet up on the desk, a coke in his hand, a cigarette in his mouth, Pete reigned over his diminutive kingdom with as much aplomb and dignity as any monarch.

“I hate those guys,” Pete said referring to the singing group on the radio.

I sat opposite and to one side so that I too could look out the window at the passing parade.

“Doing pretty good for Toronto lads,” I commented. “Number one on all the charts. Can’t argue with success, Pete.”

“It’s such a stupid song,” Pete protested by screwing his cigarette into the ashtray on the desk. “What’s it got to do with anything?”

Young girls on their way to St. Joseph’s High School marched in small groups by the station on their way to school from the Kipling bus. Each time one of these posse’s passed, our attention was arrested and our conversation suspended. 

“There’s something about a girl,” I sighed mimicking the voices of the Four Lads.

“That was something about that girl,” Pete said, ignoring my tonsil exercise.

“What girl?” I asked.

“The one that swam across the lake,” Pete said, putting down his coke on the desk and reaching into his overalls for his cigarettes.

Over Pete’s head a yellow stained poster of a young woman in a two-piece suit hung. The poster had been on the wall as long as I could remember. It advertised ABERLEY FORM FITTING SWIMMING SUITS. The girl in the poster was covered in clothing from ankle to collar bone.

“You ever going to take that thing down?” I asked pointing to the poster.

“Must have been cold out there,” Pete responded.

“Where?”

“In the lake!”

“Oh, yes, cold,” I replied. 

“What was her friggen name?” Pete agonized as he lit up another cigarette with a small silver lighter I hadn’t seen before.

Beside the poster of the young lady in the bathing suit was a calendar of the 1953 Maple Leafs. 

“What do you think of their chances?” I asked.

Ignoring my question, Pete continued the thread of his own thoughts. “I hear she’s going to swim the English Channel.”

As Pete spoke, smoke trailed out of his mouth as if the words themselves had been on fire. 

“Marilyn Bell,” I said.

Pete looked at me with a puzzled expression.

“The girl who swam the lake was Marilyn Bell,” I explained.

“You sure of that?” he asked.

“Where’d you get the lighter?” I asked.

Pete waved out the window. I turned as three young girls waved back at Pete. 

“Kind of young for you, aren’t they?” I asked. 

“Sweet kids,” Pete smiled.

“Do you wish you’d had kids?” I asked.

Pete sucked on his cigarette.

“Found it in the back seat of a Chev I was working on last week.”

“Found what?” I asked.

Pete looked at me and removing the lighter from his pocket, held it up.

“What do you figure they pay someone for swimming across the lake?” he asked, pocketing the lighter again.

A black Cadillac pulled up to the pumps. Pete placed his cigarette carefully in his ashtray, balancing it on the rim, and then marched out of the room to the waiting customer. I could see him chatting with the driver, then moving around to the side of the car. He placed the cap of the fuel tank on the trunk of the car, then stepped around and grabbed one of the pumps.

I looked around the room. There were always a lot of interesting things hung on the walls of Pete’s office. Many of them were newspaper articles Pete had cut out and taped up. Some of them had been there for years, cracked, faded and disintegrating on the wall. One was an article from the Telegram advocating a Jewish poll tax.

A few minutes later Pete returned to the office to get change from the cash register.

Pete said. “Fella out there tells me the end of the world is upon us.

I responded. “Well, it is Friday.” 

Pete said. “Says the commies have the A-bomb.” 

“The A-bomb. Do you think we will see an alphabet of these bombs?” I asked.

Pete said. “Says he’s heading up north. Bought himself one of those derelict copper mines. Got it all fixed up to live in. Can accommodate four people for a couple of months. Family is waiting up there for him. Says his trunk is filled with supplies and ammunition. He’s expecting trouble.”

I smiled. “Kind of a upbeat sort of fellow, is he? Why is he telling you all this? Wouldn’t it be prudent to keep his mouth shut?”

Pete chuckled as he counted out the change. 

I said. “What did you say to him?”

“I asked him,” Pete smiled, “what they were going to do for two months under ground.”

I asked. “And?”

Pete said. “Play cards, he said. Catch up on his reading. Figures at the end of two months everything should have settled down. Then they’ll come out and start a new world. He’s got two daughters.”

“And he’s the only male left!” I said.

“I didn’t go into that, ” Pete laughed.

Pete ran out to the waiting car. After Chicken Little pulled out of the station, another group of schoolgirls passed by the station. They stopped to talk to Pete. In a few minutes of conversation, Pete had all of them giggling. I looked over at Pete’s cigarette, which was now almost all ash. He’d forgotten his lighter. I picked it up. There was an inscription on it. It read: To Pete, all my love, Mary.

***

People seemed to be worried about me, afraid that I wasn’t quite myself that my mind was drifting. They were concerned that I might absent-mindedly walk out in front of a car, wander off from the village, forget to eat, fall into the company of unsavory types. It was expected that because I was aging, my mind must not be as sharp as it once was, that my faculties must be deteriorating, that I must be edging toward dementia. And I was beginning to believe them.

Strange that if once a thought is put into your mind, you begin to believe it. Told that your hair is thinning out, you notice a reclining hairline. Told that you look like you have put on a pound, all your clothes feel tight. Reminded that you are no longer young, wrinkles begin to crawl across your face. Told that I was not as alert, I began to forget things, people’s name, the day of the week, doing up my shoelaces. Stepping out of the men’s room, I would forget to tuck my shirt in, or fasten the buttons on my trousers, or worse yet, flush.

I revolted against the conclusion that I was losing my grasp on reality. It was the world that was falling apart, not me. I was not suffering memory lapses, but the world, which was losing time. It was the world that was becoming an increasingly dangerous place, not I who was becoming paranoid.

And yet, I could not doubt that life was becoming more unpredictable. I was frightened of the dogs that continued to hound me as I wandered around the neighborhood. I was afraid of the dark. And it seemed to me that it was dark outside more often. And the garbage wasn’t being picked up. And the asphalt driveways that had once seemed like black holes had begun to crack, permitting weeds to grow under parked cars. Sidewalks seemed to settle toward the east and south forcing one to walk on a slant. And the mailmen stopped whistling. And the moon grew dimmer. And though I couldn’t prove it, time seemed to have picked up its pace.

“I warned you about the symptoms,” Dr. Holmes sighed, holding his glasses in one hand as he leaned back into the leather-cushioned chair.

There was a globe on his oak desk and it seemed to me that one of the continents was missing. I leaned forward to examine it.

“Mr. Wilson!” Dr. Holmes cried.

“I’m sorry,” I said looking up.

“Did you tell Mrs. Wilson?”

“I,” I hesitated. “I forgot.”

Dr. Holmes nodded his head.

“I think I could get you into a home,” the doctor suggested. “A comfortable place where you can be taken care of by professionals.”

I smiled and looked up.

“Professional what?” I asked.

Dr. Holmes did not respond. 

“Tell me, Mr. Wilson, what do you think is happening to you?”

I leaned back in my chair, one eye still on the globe, and thought about Dr. Holmes’ question for some time.

“I think I’m being left behind.”

Dr. Holmes seemed surprised by my answer. Placing his glasses back on, he leaned over his desk.

“How do you mean, left behind?” he asked.

I paused for a moment. Outside the sky was darkening. A squirrel raced across a telephone wire, sending a trio of crows into a nearby tree.

I said. “Like a comet streaking through the sky, leaving a tail behind it.”

Dr. Holmes shook his head. “You’ve lost me.”

I tried to explain. “The world is like a comet streaking through the sky. In its haste to get wherever it is headed it burns off part of itself, which makes up its tail. I feel like the part that is being burned off, that is being left behind.”

“You feel like you’re being discarded?”

I nodded. 

At that moment there was a cascade of taps against the window. Dr. Holmes turned and looked at the hale stones bouncing off the glass. I looked back at the globe. North America was gone.

***

I didn’t like the look of Pete’s smile. It meant that he had said something and was awaiting my response. I knew that I must have drifted off, quite understandable given all that was on my mind. I couldn’t be expected to listen to everything that was said. Sometimes it was like the corner of Yonge and Bloor Street inside my head. 

Pete shook his head forgivingly.

“Now just a minute, Pete. Don’t go giving me that look!”

“What look?”

“I know that look, Pete. You think I’m losing it. Everyone thinks I’m losing it. And it is getting on my nerves. A man has only to forget to tip his hat, or brush his teeth, or the anniversary of something or other and everyone is all over him. My mind is as sound today as it was thirty years ago. I wish I could say the same thing about my knees.”

“Forget about it, Mr. Wilson. You were probably thinking about the widow.”

“The widow!” I protested. “The woman has a face like a horse with legs to match.”

Pete was shaking with silent laughter. There were tears in his eyes.

“The look on your face when the widow pulled into the station the other day and flashed that big smile of hers.”

I stood there scowling at Pete as he leaned on the hood of a Mercury, torn apart by laughter.

“She bats those eyelashes like windshield wipers.”

I said nothing, deciding to let Pete’s joke run its course.

“And the way she ran her finger nails down your lapel, Mr. Wilson. I’m surprised she didn’t kick the tires and slam down the hood! What was it she said? I’ll bet you could teach me a thing or two about dancing. I thought I was going to pee my pants, Mr. Wilson.”

“You’re really enjoying this,” I cried.

“You really looked,” Pete continued, “like a slab of meat in that woman’s eyes. Prime rib, Mr. Wilson!”

Pete continued to laugh though it began to slowly ebb as he noticed that I was not enjoying the joke.

“Well,” Pete finally gasped, “it seemed funny at the time.”

“It was never funny,” I remarked. “That woman is a psychopath!”

“Better not let the wife find out,” Pete howled, leaning against the wall, bent over with laughter, and finally forced to stumble into the office where he didn’t have to look at me.

“You could be next on the menu!” I cried out. 

***

Joan Green looked at me quixotically from the grass where she was kneeling in her vain attempt to rid the lawn of weeds. Across the bridge of her nose a field of freckles wrinkled in a squint.

“I like your company, Mr. Wilson, but it’s a one way conversation when you drift off like that.”

“I was thinking about what Pete said to me.”

“Pete?” Joan asked in a half smile. The sunlight flirted with her eyes like butterflies across an English garden. How marvelous you look, I wanted to say.

“He owns the Esso station on Dundas at the Six Points,” I responded.

Joan put down her trough and looked up at me. She had the most peculiar smile on her face. It was not a smile of joy, of humor, of affection. It was a look of concern.

“There is no Esso station at the Six Points.”

“Of course there is,” I insisted then hesitated. Joan had placed the seed of doubt in my thoughts.

“Are you referring to the station near the old Dominion store?”

I nodded though I could not remember any Dominion store.

“That’s an electronics shop now,” Joan corrected me. “Has been for over thirty years. And it was never an Esso station. Fina, I think. Yes, it was a Fina station. My father used to take the old Pathfinder in there for his spring tune-up. They even put evergreens where the pumps were. I thought that was a nice touch though roses would have looked prettier. There used to be so many service stations around here when I was a kid. What happened to them all? I used to work summers at my uncle’s Esso station on Eglinton and Mt. Pleasant. I loved the smell of gasoline.”

***

Panic gripped me. Joan disappeared. My mind went blank. I shuffled around the darkness of my thoughts like a blind man. I could not remember what I was going to say or what I had said. I was in a room without doors. Don’t panic, I said to myself.

“Keep calm!”

The words came screaming out of my mouth and fell listlessly to the floor. I saw them there, crawling around like a snake. My heart was racing. I had to wait. That was the key. Everything would be all right if I waited.

“Patience!” 

Now I remembered. There had been a Fina station across the street from Pete’s. Built after the war. Yes, and the Dominion Store had been built in the late 50s. And a bank. A Royal Bank built next to the Fina Station. No, not right next door. Something had been built in between. I had a picture of the corner, standing in Pete’s garage and looking across the street at the Fina station and the Royal Bank and a great black hole in between. And I stepped out into the street towards the black hole.

“Are you trying to get yourself killed?” Pete cried as he pulled me back to the curb, out of the path of a passing transport truck. 

***

I opened my eyes.

Joan smiled at me.

“Are you alright, Mr. Wilson?”

I looked around. Pete was kneeling beside me. I was stretched out on the lawn.

“You decided you wanted to have a sleep,” Joan smiled then performed one of the kindest acts I can remember. With one of her fingers she swept the hair out of my eyes. It was such an intimate gesture that it took both of us unaware. For a moment I thought I was going to kiss her.

“Pete told me about a black limousine,” I said, trying to collect myself. With Joan’s help I climbed to my feet.

“You’re very strong,” I commented.

Joan blushed then asked, “Pete’s is one of your cronies down at the Isy?” 

I nodded.

“A black limousine pulled up to the station and Pete could have sworn that the guy sitting in the back seat was Al Capone.”

“The gangster?” Joan asked.

I nodded.

“Pete recognized him from photographs he’d seen in the newspapers. Capone reminded me of your Danny.”

“Danny and Al Capone?” Joan laughed.

I had known Danny since he was a kid. Remembered the day they moved into the neighborhood. 

“His parents were an odd fit.”

“Danny’s or Big Al’s?” Joan laughed.

“Danny’s,” I replied. “Capone’s parents were quite normal.”

Joan shook with laughter.

“Have you ever seen the wedding photo of Danny’s parents?”

I shook my head.

“Danny’s mother was about 5 feet 10,” Joan began, “and his dad couldn’t have been more than five one. They didn’t know what to do about the wedding picture. What was Danny’s father supposed to do? Sit in his wife’s lap? The photographer came up with a plan. The wedding party posed on the front steps of the church. The bride stood several steps down from the groom while the groom held his arm out in mid-air pretending to put his arm around her shoulder. They put flowers down at their feet. Even looking at it today, if you weren’t aware of the ruse, you wouldn’t be able to tell that there was anything amiss.”

“Reminds me of the stories about the movie actor, Alan Ladd,” I laughed.

“Alan Ladd?” Joan queried.

“In romantic scenes,” I continued, “Ladd’s leading lady would have to stand in a hole so that she could look up into Ladd’s deep blue eyes.”

“Oh, Mr. Wilson!” Joan laughed. “You are an encyclopedia of useless information.”

I wiped my brow with a handkerchief I kept for such occasions. 

“Could I have a glass of water?” I asked.

Joan climbed to the feet and turned to the house.

“I think it’s the sun,” I muttered as the screen door slammed behind her.

Joan Green was originally Joan Brown. The joke was that marriage to Danny had changed her color as well as her name. It was a lame joke but it went over well at their wedding. Joan had been a lovely girl, an interesting teenager. Her dream growing up was to be a poet. She had joined several writer workshops, worked on several small publications, published in magazines and small reviews across the United States and Canada. And then she gave it up.

“There are so many of us out there,” she explained. “What are the

chances that I would be another Atwood? There aren’t enough job openings.” And so Joan entered teaching eventually becoming the principal of the school she had attended as a youngster.

Joan returned with a glass of ice water and sat down on the lawn beside me. I took a small swallow. The cold water reminded me of the spring on the O’Grady farm. That water was so cold it made your teeth ache.

“I’m losing Danny,” Joan spoke in a low controlled voice.

I said nothing. 

Joan continued. “He sits in the basement, staring at the television. For hours. I have caught him down there in the dark with tears running down his face.”

A scotch terrier that had been walking down the street wandered up on the lawn, following its nose, looked up at us, barked, then lifting its tail continued on down the street.

“He won’t talk about it, Mr. Wilson. Won’t say what’s bothering him. It scares me. Something terrible is bothering him.”

“Danny had a motorcycle,” I said finishing my glass of water. I felt completely rejuvenated. 

Joan looked up at me, biting her lip. I was changing the topic and it annoyed her.

“Mr. Wilson…” she began but I interrupted her with my hand.

“Let me continue,” I pleaded.

Joan nodded her ascent. “I don’t remember any motorcycle.” 

“Ah!” I cried good-naturedly. “There are some things you don’t know about Danny.”

A faint smile crept across Joan’s face. Danny and Joan had been childhood sweethearts and she never imagined that there could have been any secrets between them.

“He didn’t actually have a bike,” I continued, “But he wanted one He spotted an advertisement in the newspaper. Motorcycles from the war, World War Two, were being sold. They were in crates. Some assemblage would be required. But they were very cheap and if one put in some work, it could be quite a good deal. And there were the romantic images of Marlon Brando in leather on his motorcycle. Danny emptied his bank account, rushed to the dealer and put down his deposit. He was given a receipt and told the bike would be available in a couple of weeks. It was a scam. Hundreds of kids throughout the city fell for it. There were no bikes.”

“Danny never told me.”

“He never told you because he was ashamed.”

“You think that Danny has something he needs to tell me?” Joan asked.

“Something he needs to tell someone.”

Joan looked at me.

“You know what he’s keeping bottled up, don’t you?”

“I think so,” I nodded.

“What is it?” Joan demanded.

***

Pete shook his head.

“It’s a terrible thing to be ashamed.” 

I had just told Pete about Danny buying into the motorcycle scam although I had to change the name of the war. Danny’s financial assets puzzled Pete, wondering how such a young man could have acquired so much money.

I put a dime into the large red coke machine that stood outside the door of Pete’s garage. The coke banged down the slide into the slot. I reached over, took it out, slid the bottle into the bottle opener, yanked the head off and took a deep swallow.

“Wonderful invention,” I said, gesturing to the Coke. “Originally it was produced to alleviate the pain soldiers suffered from their Civil War injuries. And to break their addiction to morphine. You knew that Coke had cocaine in it, right Pete?”

Pete looked at me as if I was speaking a foreign language.

“You say that this fellow, Danny, and his wife are having marital difficulties. How do you see that playing out?”

Pete waited patiently for my response. He loved gossip. It was one of the reasons he enjoyed working at the service station and being at the crossroads of three main roads made the station the hub of passing news. But I was in no hurry to feed Pete’s appetite. I took another swallow of Coke and shook my head with delight.

“Could any other people but Americans have invented something this good? Better than champagne and look at the price!” 

Pete glared at me.

“Where did you say this couple lived?”

“Goswell Avenue,” I replied.

“And that’s around here?” Pete asked, scratching the back of his head.

I nodded then asked. “You going to the Automotive Show at the Ex?”

“For God’s sake, Mr. Wilson!” Pete cried, “Finish one topic before you jump to another.”

I leaned back against the coke machine and took another swallow.

“Everyone has secrets. It’s what makes us individuals. Without secrets we’d all be pretty much carbon copies of each other, like bottles of Coke. Once a child finds his secret, he begins that ugly journey into adulthood. Where childhood is openness; adulthood is privacy. Sometimes the secret the child finds is too heavy a load to carry. It warps his personality so that when he become an adult he has a great need to…”

“Mr. Wilson!” Pete barked. “Get to the point!”

I wiped my mouth with my sleeve and finishing my coke slid the bottle into the empty wooden case on the ground beside the coke machine.

Pete ground his butt under the heel of his shoe and lit up another cigarette. 

“And…?”

“Danny Green has a secret.”

“And this secret,” Pete added, “is what’s tearing his marriage apart.”

“Ah, you’d make a fine psychiatrist, Pete,” I grinned.

Smoke slid lethargically out of Pete’s nostrils.

“What’s the secret?” Pete asked.

“Danny Green’s secret?” I asked.

Pete tapped his fingers on the hood of the Packard parked in his garage.

“Mr. Wilson!”

“I don’t know.”

Pete waved his cigarette in my face.

“You’re trying to drive me crazy, Mr. Wilson. I know that you know this fellow Danny Green’s secret but you are refusing to tell me. This is not fair, Mr. Wilson. You do not tell a person a joke and leave out the punch line. You do not tell me a story then refuse to give the key that unravels its mystery.”

“But the details are unimportant,” I argued. “What is important is that there is a secret. It’s a cancer that has to be cut out.”

“What’s the damn secret?” Pete insisted.

“Okay,” I sighed, feigning defeat. “Danny had an affair.”

“Was she beautiful?” Pete asked.

“So so,” I said gesturing with my fingers.

“A neighbor?” Pete asked.

I shook my head.

“Someone from the office?” Pete asked.

“Maybe,” I said. “It’s not that important.”

“I’ll tell you what’s important, Mr. Wilson!” Pete barked. “Where did they meet? Hotels, parks, her place, the car?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I didn’t follow them around.”

“How long did it go on? A week?”

“More,” I responded.

“A year?”

“Less.”

“You’re making me feel like some kind of pervert, Mr. Wilson. Can’t you just fill in the details?”

“He broke it off. She moved to another city,” I added.

“Thank you,” Pete responded, dropping his cigarette to the floor of the shop and grinding it out.

Pete stepped over to the Coke machine and slammed the side of the box. A coke dropped from the machine down the trough into the slot with a bang. Pete picked up the pop.

“Is that the truth, Mr. Wilson?” he asked, leaning over to snap the cap off the head of the bottle.

I did not respond.

Pete glared at me. “Mr. Wilson!”

6. The Purple Album
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***

After my first introduction with sky I tried to separate myself from contact with other humans. They were a noisy cheerful lot and didn’t agree with my somber nature. And I cherished my privacy. One day Sky brought a woman with him into the woods. I found this odd because Sky’s preferences leaned toward his own sex. He introduced me. I couldn’t understand her name so I called her Susan. Susan was a bright and intelligent young woman with a beautiful complexion and attractive figure.

“She is to be your wife,” Sky announced.

My mouth dropped. 

Sky laughed. Susan laughed.

“I don’t want a wife,” I declared.

“Susan will have your children,” Sky declared as if he were giving both Susan and I orders.

I tried to explain that this was not possible. Susan was very young and I was old and looked it.

“You need company,” Sky said. “If she will not be your wife then she will be your slave.”

“But, I can’t,” I pleaded.

“You must,” Sky declared. “There are too many women in the village. It is causing fights. She was given to me. If you do not take her then I will give her to the Iroquois.”

“That is blackmail,” I protested.

“What does blackmail mean?” Sky asked. 

Susan said something to Sky which I didn’t understand but which made him laugh.

“She likes your clothes,” he explained.

“You’ve put me in a very uncomfortable position, Sky. Perhaps you should give her to the Iroquois.”

“It will be on your conscience,” Sky declared.

“My conscience? What do the Iroquois do with your women?”

“They eat them,” Sky smiled.

I looked at Sky with disgust.

“That isn’t funny, Sky.”

Sky shrugged his shoulders.

“What am I going to do with a young wife?” I declared.

“What will she do with an old man?” Sky laughed.

***

Danny Green, Charlie O’Hara and Kenny Mackenzie were playing ball hockey on the street. They had two pairs of garbage cans set up as goal nets. I had been conscripted to play one of the goalies. I was on Charlie’s team. Just as Danny wound up to take a slap shot, I noticed a car coming down the street. I opened my mouth to warn the boys but the tennis ball hurling off Danny’s stick damned up my words as they were leaving my mouth.

***

The woman Susan that Sky had presented to me as a wife, lived with me for several years in a shack in Hidden Valley. I had never been with a woman before Susan and she brought me great pleasure. She was an enthusiastic lover but unfortunately her voice during intercourse echoed through the valley scaring much of the wildlife away. And once I got passed the superficialities of her age, I found her to be an intelligent and warm human being. It was she who first suggested to me a solution for the problem of Bobby Nelson. Danny Green has the answer, she told me. It had never occurred to me before that the lives of Danny and Bobby could have been interwoven, but Susan pointed out to me that the conflict tearing Danny apart was the very conundrum I faced with Bobby Nelson.

I was very happy with Susan though I never understood what she saw in me. I had always expected her to run off with some young warrior, but she remained faithful. There were no children, which was the only thing that seemed to mar Susan’s otherwise cheerful disposition. 

One day Susan started coughing. At first I thought it was the flu but as the coughing became more intense, it became apparent that Susan’s condition was more serious than a mere cold. No one in the village had ever seen tuberculosis before. There was no cure. Susan died in late October on the fifth anniversary of our introduction. What was painful to me was that she died alone in our little shack while I was gone. And that when I returned she had been dead for several weeks.

***

Dr. Holmes leaned back in his chair, glasses dangling in his fingers, looking at me.

“And this woman Susan died?” he said.

I nodded.

“She was an Indian living in the seventeenth century?”

“I don’t know what century it was. They didn’t have a Christian calendar.”

Dr. Holmes sighed deeply. He rubbed the bridge of his nose with his fingers.

“And these other tales of a fellow named Pete who owned the Esso station down at the Six Points also died?”

“Lung cancer,” I added

“And Pete lived some time from the early twentieth century until the 1960’s?”

“Yes,” I smiled. 

“This Bobby Nelson, where does he fit in?”

“Actually he’s a young man now,” I explained. “He used to live around the corner from here when he was a boy. Went to the school across the street. He seemed to be marked from a very young age. Perhaps you knew him.”

“I know the Nelsons. Their daughters are both schoolteachers. I delivered one of their babies. Are they the Nelsons you are referring to?”

“Yes, but there were two sons,” I said.

“I remember one boy, tall, kind of an awkward boy, bore the finish off furniture. I don’t think his name was Bobby.”

“There was another boy. Younger.”

“You say you know Joan Green?”

“Yes, for many years.”

“Joan is a fine woman. She made a fine school teacher.”

“She’s a vice-principal now,” I added.

The doctor smiled, one of the arms of his glasses in his mouth.

“I know it’s very difficult to understand, doctor, but…”

“Mr. Wilson,” Dr. Holmes interrupted. “This is all in your head. It’s all fantasy. You’ve made it up.”

“No,” I protested. “It sounds impossible but it’s all true.”

The doctor leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk.

“Coming to grips with old age is a difficult task even when you are healthy. The actress Betty Davis said that growing old isn’t for wimps. It takes courage to admit that one is no longer the person we once were. In your case, Mr. Wilson, the difficulties are magnified. You are no longer going to be able to trust your own mind. It is going to play tricks on you. God’s little joke, they call it. You’re going to have to trust others if you are to retain any grip on reality.”

***

I stepped over to the counter and ordered Marguerite Cigars. Irene grabbed a package from behind her, then leaned over the counter offering a lovely view of her bosom.

“I’m supposed to ask for proof of age,” she smiled coyly, her words whistling through the slight gap in her front teeth.

I grumbled like an old man playing along with her.

“I’ve got my birth certificate in my trouser pocket mam, but it’s a little wrinkled.”

Irene slapped the counter howling with laughter.

“I’ve got an iron in the back!” she snorted, her guffaws hijacking her nasal passages.

George the barber stopped cutting a customer’s hair and peeked out from his shop in behind Rigby’s to see what all the laughter was about.

“Someone die?” he grinned.

Irene shook her head, tears running down her cheeks, and pointed at me as her basic bodily functions continued to be sabotaged by laughter.

“Mr. Wilson!” her voice managed to escape, “If only you were twenty years younger!”

I chuckled. “I was never twenty years younger.”

Irene sighed as she regained her sobriety. She tucked her hair back in the bun she was wearing only moments before. When Irene had composed herself she spoke.

“They’re converting a house across the street into an old age home, Mr. Wilson. You should look into it”

I shook my head. “Excuse me?”

“A place to idle away those reclining years,” Irene explained.

I shook my head.

“One moment you’re sizing me up as a lover; the next moment you’ve got me strapped in a bed with Noxzema smeared over my chest. Irene, what’s it going to be?”

Irene laughed again, but her mirth was more restrained as she patted me on the hand.

“I’m serious, Mr. Wilson. You won’t always be able to take care of yourself. There’ll come a time, I’m sure it won’t be any time soon, when you’ll need the assistance of others in your daily tasks.”

“Professionals?”

Irene nodded.

“To help me in my daily tasks?”

Irene nodded again.

 “What tasks?”

Irene hesitated for a moment.

“Whatever it is that old people do with their time.”

“They wait!” I growled. “Who needs help with that?” 

“We’re all getting older,” Irene sighed.

I smiled, gazing down the lonely well of Irene’s attractiveness. 

“Not everyone.”

Irene, thinking that I was talking about her, leaned over the counter and gave me a kiss on the nose.

I blushed.

Feeling weak, I begged Irene’s permission to step outside to get some fresh air. I thought I was going to faint. Once outside, the building that had been Rigby’s began to reshape itself into Reid’s upholstery. Bloor Street began to stretch, widening into four lanes. Louie’s gas station across the road was transformed into a Canada Trust office, the old age home that Irene had referred to, began to swell in size undergoing additions and renovations, and the lovely sprawling California house across the street with the beautiful garden and huge gold fish pond disappeared into a strip plaza.  I looked back at the upholstery shop and waved. Somewhere in there Irene was standing at her counter, waving back. My knees began to give out on me and I found a spot on the curb of the street to sit down. A cat walked nonchalantly up to me and rubbed its back against my leg.

“Don’t say anything,” I begged the creature.

***

When Eugene Levy’s law practice expanded, he bought a new car for his wife. A station wagon. But he only had a single car garage.

“No problem,” he told his wife. All he would have to do, he explained, was split the garage in two, separate the two halves and fill in the middle. “Maybe we should get an expert in to do the job,” his wife suggested.

Eugene laughed. “Expert! You don’t have to be an expert to build a garage. It isn’t brain surgery. I’ll do the work myself and with the money I save I can buy myself that new set of golf clubs I’ve been drooling over at the pro shop.”

And so, with the reluctant help of this eighteen-year-old son, Jack, Eugene cut the garage down the middle with a saw.

“I don’t think this is a good idea, dad,” Jack said. 

“Jack, I know what I’m doing.”

“Yah, but…”

“Jack, you kids think you know everything. Watch your father. You might learn something.”

And so they separated the two halves, braced them with two by fours, put in new beams to reinforce the structure and build a new roof. Eugene’s wife came out with a tray of lemonade to celebrate the completion of the garage. When Eugene and Jack and Eugene’s wife raised their glasses together, the first creak was sounded.

It sounded like someone had ripped the seat of their pants. Jack glanced behind him.

There were several more creaking sounds followed by several pops.

“What’s popping pop?” Jack grinned.

Eugene’s mouth dropped as he looked at his wife. It was the first time that Mrs. Levy had ever seen that look in her husband’s eyes.

“You look so lonely,” she wanted to say, “like a lost puppy.”

But she did not say that. No one spoke.

There was a crack. One of the crossbeams bent. 

Bam!

That doesn’t sound good, Jack thought but dared not express this opinion to his father who stood beside him with his mouth open. 

The garage, slowly at first, but then with lightning speed, crashed to the ground.

Slam!

Mrs. Levy dropped her glass of lemonade.

Jack turned to his father and said. “We should have taken mom’s car out of the garage.”

His father’s response was not audible at first.

***

Sitting on the curb of the street I looked around. There was still a fog in my head and I needed to get my bearings before I attempted to cross the street. To the west and a decade earlier the city had created a new street down the middle of the hydro field so that the buses could reach the Kipling Subway station from Bloor. And with the new street they had stationed a set of traffic lights. I knew that I should walk the few paces over to the traffic lights, but I was lazy. Deciding to challenge the traffic, I made my way directly across Bloor Street then made a hasty retreat. The cars were moving much faster than I had anticipated.

“Let me give you a hand, Mr. Wilson.”

I looked down. A small brown girl with crooked front teeth and an engaging smile grabbed my hand. Her name was Janelle Wilson, no relation to myself that I was aware. Years later I would attend her graduation from Law School. 

“That’s okay,” I smiled, and then feeling weak stepped back to Reid’s Upholstery and Fine Furniture for support. Once again Bloor Street transformed in front of my eyes, this time into two narrow and rolling lanes. 

I looked down at the little girl holding my hand. It was not Janelle, but another little girl named Evelyn. Evelyn was deaf, had been from birth. As I smiled, Evelyn aged, her hand became larger and more firm and then as she continued to age, soft and frail. From a little girl she had changed into an old woman, slightly bent, shaking. The innocence of her smile remained unchanged. The sidewalks cracked and heaved up slightly beneath my feet as if I had been standing on some reptilian beast and wakened it from a deep sleep.

Evelyn lived in a small house on Botfield with her deaf husband, Leonard and her son, Johnny. Evelyn was happy with her lot in life though I couldn’t understand why; her husband could not keep a steady job, they always seemed on the verge of destitution, and her son, Johnny, a genuinely decent kid was always in trouble with the police. I pulled my hand away. I didn’t like being around Evelyn. I was there when she died.

“It’s alright, Mr. Wilson,” a little girl smiled taking my hand again.

I looked down. “Joan Brown?”

“Who else would it be?” she giggled in a Shirley Temple charm. 

Joan escorted me across the street. By the time we had reached the safety of the other side, Joan had been transformed into Evelyn.

Evelyn patted my hand and left me. I watched her make her way along Bloor Street and as she did she once again aged, her gait becoming less sure, a cane suddenly appearing in her hand, her back bending.

My eyes filled with tears. 

“Are you alright, Mr. Wilson?”

I took a handkerchief out and cleared my eyes. 

I looked down at the bright young face of Marie Larose.

“It’s you, Marie. It is Marie?”

Marie nodded.

“I’m a little confused,” I said, a tear running down my cheek and leaping off my cheek. Marie caught it in her hand and giggled, then closed her eyes.

“What are you doing, Marie?”

“Making a wish. Mommy says that if you catch a falling tear you can make a wish and it has to come true.”

“What did you wish?” I asked.

“Well, Mr. Wilson, I’m not actually supposed to tell anyone.”

I looked around and said, “I won’t tell anyone.”

Marie thought about for a moment.

“I wished that my daddy wasn’t so sad.”

“Oh,” I nodded. “What is making him sad?”

Marie shrugged her shoulders.

“But him and mommy are always crying together when they don’t think I’m around.”

“I see. I’m sure it’s nothing serious.”

I patted Marie lightly on the head.

“Did you forget again, Mr. Wilson?”

“Forget?”

“Mommy says that old people sometimes forget how to get home. Would you like me to show you the way?”

“Do you know the way?”

Marie giggled and shook her head.

I took Marie’s hand and allowed her to escort me as far as Botfield Avenue. The Laroses lived in a large house on the corner of Botfield and Bloor across the street from the law offices of one Allan Eagleson. I assured Marie that I remembered the rest of the way and after saying good-bye headed east toward the Islington House.

***

Mrs. Macmillan was considered an easy touch. She bought Boy Scout apples, and Girl Guide cookies, supported hockey teams and school picnics, owned three sets of encyclopedias, was subscribe to several magazines some of which she read. And no matter what the cause, she could always be counted on to buy lottery tickets. Our Lady of Church Parish ran its annual bizarre in the church parking lot and each year there was a grand prize picked. This year it was a tan 1960 Pontiac. To Mrs. Macmillan ‘s shock, she won the car.

“I’ve never won anything before,” she said to anyone who congratulated her on her good fortune.

The Pontiac was delivered to her house the next weekend and there it sat. For weeks. Mrs. Macmillan could not drive, never needed to drive, and had never intended to learn. She walked everywhere, to the local Loblaws with her shopping cart, to Church even through the worst storms of winter, to her friends. When a car could have been useful, she used the TTC.

“I love riding streetcars and buses,” she joyfully declared. “The drivers are so friendly.”

It bothered people that the new Pontiac sat in her driveway. 

“She should sell it,” some offered.

“Why not give it to someone who can use it,” others declared. 

One of the parish priests dropped over for tea and hinted that the parish could use an extra car. Mrs. Macmillan suggested they buy a Pontiac like hers. 

“It’s a lovely car,” she recommended. “Look at how it sparkles in the sunshine.”

Her sister showed up unexpectedly one Sunday with her daughter, Jane.

“Jane loves your car,” Mrs. Macmillan’s sister hinted. “It’s just the thing to get her to and from that new job she just got last spring.”

“Doris,” Mrs. Macmillan said to her sister, “I couldn’t sleep at night if I gave Jane my car. What if she got in an accident? I couldn’t live with myself’ if she were hurt. It would kill me.”

Peter Gruber, her neighbor, offered to buy the car, at a reduced price.

“A car losses thirty percent of its value as soon as you take it off the lot,” he informed her.

“My goodness,” Mrs. Macmillian gasped. “That is quite a loss.”

“But I am willing to take it off your hands and seeing that you didn’t pay anything for it, you will reap quite a windfall.”

“I did pay for the ticket,” Mrs. Macmillan corrected Mr. Gruber.

“Yes,” Mr. Gruber acknowledged, “minus the dollar for the ticket.” 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Gruber, but I couldn’t sell the car to you. What if something broke on it? I’d feel awful. You might think I’d sold you tarnished goods.”

All of this attention concerning her car made Mrs. Macmillan miserable. And then one day Mrs. Macmillan had her second bout of luck. The car was stolen.

“That’s a relief,” she smiled.

 A few days later, looking out her front window, Mrs. Macmillan saw a police car pull up in her driveway.

“Dear me,” she sighed. “What am I going to do if they’ve found the car?”

And then an idea came to her.

“I’ll pretend I’m not home.”

***

“Nothing like a cool ale on a hot day,” I said to Mary, the bartender and owner of the Six Points Hotel. Mary was a large woman, with broad shoulders, small breasts and fleshy thick arms. Her short curly red hair framed a broad flat Irish perpetual smile. Perpetual for everyone except me. 

I sipped my glass of draft but it wasn’t ale and it wasn’t cool.

“This isn’t cold!”

“Cold beer?” Mary responded from behind the bar where she was cleaning glasses. “What are you talking about Mr. Wilson?”

“And it isn’t ale,” I added.

Mary shook her head and turning her back on me reached for a jug of water that she swilled in great mouthfuls. Mary never drank alcohol.

“We ran out of ale. What’s wrong with beer? You never complained before. Wife been on your case?”

I slapped my hand on the bar.

“You’ve gone too far, Mary!”

Mary laughed and shook her head.

“Don’t like to talk about the little woman?”

“There is no little woman,” I winked.

Mary ignored my flirtatious advances. 

“You come by foot?” she asked. 

“Have you ever seen me come here by horse, Mary? Damn ridiculous question!”

“Well, Mr. Wilson,” Mary rose on her tip toes, hovering over me like an avalanche, “I know for a fact that you don’t live in the local vicinity of this fine establishment so you have to use some form of transportation besides walking!” 

“Maybe I flew,” I laughed.

“Damn stupid Irishman! Being old doesn’t give you the right to be cantankerous.”

“Sure it gives me the right,” I said taking a swallow of the warm beer, my face screwing up like a prune. “And I’m not Irish!”

“What the heck are you?” Mary laughed as she poured another draft and placed it in front of me. 

“I’m Pakistani!” I responded with all the chauvinistic pride I could muster.

I finished the first beer and started on my second.

Mary stopped cleaning the bar and with her mouth clenched like a fist, barked. 

“Mr. Wilson! Don’t be talking that sort of talk in my establishment! I didn’t put up with foul language from my deceased husband, bless his soul, and I won’t put up with it from you!”

“Now, Mary,” I said softly, “calm down. How long have I been coming in to your fine establishment?”

Mary thought for a moment, catching her breath. 

“Longer than I’ve been here,” she muttered, her anger clearly detectable like a shark’s fin in the stillness of a bay.

“And every time I come into your fine establishment, we have this same argument. Why is it so important that you know how I arrive when I arrive?”

Mary turned slowly around and stared straight down the barrels of her eyes. If her mind had been a gun, I would have had a hole in my forehead.

“You walk in here and have your beer. You talk but you say nothing. You ask but you never answer. Mr. Wilson, you are without a doubt the most difficult man I have ever met.”

I winked at Mary.

“I didn’t know that you had a sweet spot for me.”

Mary’s eyes lit up with anger. 

“You think that I have romantic affections for you! Why you arrogant little….”

Mary was frustrated by the limitations of her vocabulary so I decided to assist her.

“Romeo,” I suggested.

“Knit wit!” Mary cried.

“Oh,” I responded disappointedly. “If you feel that way Mary then why are you so interested in my comings and goings?”

Mary stepped toward me and bent over the bar so as not to be heard by other patrons. The only other patron in the bar was Joe Bawden and he was at a table in the corner of the room, asleep. Mary’s breathing was still heavy with anger. It was the first time that I had noticed what a fine looking woman she was.

“You are a fine looking woman,” I smiled.

Mary hesitated for a moment but ignored my remark and continued with her own thoughts.

“Folks depend upon me for information,” she said. “I’m like the post office passing information from one party to another.”

“Your eyes are stunningly blue,” I added with a wink, “like the still waters of a bay.”

Mary glared at me. It was time to button my lips. Mary was bigger than me.

“Folks ask about you, Mr. Wilson. I tell them that I don’t know anything. They don’t believe me. They think I’m holding information back. They start to resent me. To threaten in ways subtle and not so subtle that if I don’t spill the beans on you they will take their patronage some place else.”

“I’m sorry that...”

“You’ve put me in a very difficult position, Mr. Wilson. I’ve got to tell them something.”

“A very complicated business,” I agreed.

Mary nodded. “Well, I’m glad you see it my way.”

I finished my beer and was about to leave when Mary said to me, “Haven’t you got something to tell me?”

I smiled before exiting.

 “Tell them Mary that I was brought here by a band of little girls.”

***

Pete sat in his office with his feet up on his desk smoking a cigarette and reading the paper.

“Did you hear Foster last night on the radio?”

I shook my head.

“Leafs took the Bruins. What a game!”

A car rolled into the station. A bell went off inside the office.

“Been to a game down at the Gardens this year?”

Pete shook his head, got up from his desk and made his way out to the pumps. I looked out and watched as Pete filled up Gord Thompson’s Ford, cleaned the windows, checked Gord’s oil, and chatted. 

A few minutes later Pete returned to the office and took his seat again behind his desk.

“Was that Gord Thompson?” I asked.

Pete nodded and laughed.

“Gord said some kids were throwing apples at his roof yesterday evening. Woke him up from a deep sleep. He’s on the graveyard shift.”

“Upset was he?”

“Fuming!” Pete laughed. “It’s like the kids knew he was sleeping.” 

“Did he catch the kids?” I asked.

Pete shook his head.

I leaned back in my chair and laughed.

“Were you much of a prankster when you were a kid, Pete?”

Pete shook his head. 

“Never had the time. Always had to work. How about you, Mr. Wilson?”

“I was never a kid,” I smiled.

Pete laughed and added offhandedly that he’d gotten an offer for the station.

“What kind of offer?”

“A lot of money,” Pete grinned putting some change into the cash register. 

“Are you going to sell?” I asked.

“Very tempting,” Pete responded. “I ain’t getting any younger. Got to think about my retirement.”

“You’re just a kid!” I responded.

“Sixty years old next month,” Pete replied. “Yup, got to think about my old age.”

“What would you do if you retired, Pete?” I asked. “You love this place.”

“They tell me I’ve got no choice,” Pete responded, sitting in his chair behind his desk and pulling out a package of cigarettes from his shirt pocket.

“They’re going to redesign this whole area. Won’t be no six points. Tell me they’ve got a plan to build bridges, and overpasses and off-ramps. Going to be something special, they say. Can’t fight progress, Mr. Wilson.”

“Why not?” I asked.

Pete lit his cigarette and put his lighter back in his pocket.

“What are you going to do if you don’t work in this station?” I asked.

Pete removed his cigarette: smoke swirled out of his nose and mouth, leaving behind a grain of tobacco and a smile of sadness on his lips.

“They tell me that’s not their problem,” he said and spit.

***

I spent many lazy afternoons wandering through the hydro fields. Outside of Echo Valley they were the only uncontrolled space in the area. Although the grasses were periodically cut, the fields were abandoned to nature. Up until the 70’s, the fields were filled with life: garter snakes, toads, the odd turtle, hordes of grasshoppers, butterflies, clover, wildflowers and milkweed plants. Occasionally a fox or deer would wander south from the north of the city using the fields as their entrance into urban life. The fields were the domain of small boys: playing cowboys and Indians, or catching snakes and toads, or picking wildflowers for their mothers.

And then the good people of Etobicoke passed a by-law making it an offence for dogs to run unleashed through the streets. With no place for their animals to run, dog owners brought their beasts to the fields. Within a very short period of time all life had disappeared in the fields, chased by the packs of dogs or destroyed by the mounds of dog shit that lay like landmines throughout the long grass.

One day I found myself walking through the hydro fields, always careful not to step into dog shit when I stumbled across Bobby Nelson and a friend.

“Get lost!” Bobby cried.

Bobby and a young girl were lying on the round behind one of the evergreens planted by the city to beautify the fields. The girl was tugging at her sweater. Her bra was pushed up behind her neck. Her breasts were small and pink and flushed with embarrassment.

“Aren’t you one of the Anderson girls?” I asked.

The girl climbed to her feet, still adjusting her clothes, tugging at her skirt, which had risen above her waist. 

Bobby’s back was to me as he tucked in his shirt.

“You ain’t going to tell my mom,” the girl pleaded, tears running down her cheeks. “We didn’t do anything wrong. You can’t tell her. She won’t believe that we weren’t doing something. Honest mister, you can’t tell her.”

The girl did not wait for my response but ran off. I had no intentions of telling her mother anything but, in the girl’s mind, she must have thought that safety required that she get as far away from me as possible.

Bobby glared at me. 

“I’ll get you later, old man!” 

Then Bobby rushed off after the young Anderson girl.

I watched as Bobby chased her, his heavyset legs pounding against the earth. He was losing ground.  Then I looked down at the ground where the lovers had been laying. There was dog shit smeared across the flattened grass.

***

Bill O”Grady flipped a cigarette into his mouth very professionally like a hit man nonchalantly slipping bullets into a gun. Taking out a wooden match he ignited it on his fingernail, his finger bursting into flames, and lit the cigarette. The package of cigarettes swung perilously through his fingers like an acrobat as he took a deep draw and let out smoke in a silent guffaw.

“I know you,” he smiled, pointing a finger from his cigarette hand at me.

And then repeated. “Oh, I know you.”

“Of course you do,” I responded as I took a seat opposite Bill at one of the round wooden tables of the Islington House.

I couldn’t tell how much Bill had to drink but I knew he was at the warrior stage where he was ready to take on the world.

“I know you and I ain’t afraid of you,” he reminded me confidently.

And then repeated. “No, I ain’t afraid of you.”

“Naturally,” I smiled.

Bill smiled at me, tilted his head off to one side as if he was trying to size me up. Then he chuckled silently, sighed, sucked on his cigarette, and shaking his head addressed me once again.

“You do anything you bloody well please and nobody suspects a thing. But not old Bill O’Grady. Bill O’Grady knows. Oh yes I do. I know. They think you’re an old man suffering from old timers.”

“A1zeheimer,” I corrected.

“Whatever,” Bill smiled. “They think you’re quite harmless. But looks can be deceiving. They can. But I am not deceived.”

There was silence. Bill O’Grady shuffled around on his chair, uncomfortable with his posture, searching the room, jabbing his cigarette at the fellow on the television set, then turned back to me. I could see the helplessness in his eyes. The booze was in the way, that damn fog that steals and returns your thoughts.

Bill blurted out, “What difference does it make? I remember our conversation. I know what you are capable of. I am not deceived.”

I picked up the saltshaker to inspect it. Bill watched me, became mesmerized by my research. 

Bill’s words shot out of his mouth, “People think you’re a harmless old fart. My old man knew better, was going to spill everything when you dropped that tree on him. God damn Maple!”

“It was a Dutch Elm,” I spoke low and even tempered. I did not want to attract the attention of the room.  “And I did not drop the tree on your father. There’s no proof of that.”

Bill laughed, looking around the room, his audience, for approval.

“Proof! What do I need proof for? I have the truth!”

The waiter came over and I ordered another round. Bill turned to the television. Evil Kneivel was trying to leap over a dozen cars on his motorcycle. After the waiter returned with the beers, he asked Bill to keep his voice down. 

“A couple of fellows in the corner are trying to watch the jump,” the waiter explained.

I looked over at the table in the corner. One of the fellows was Bobby Nelson. 

Bill muttered. “’They can kiss my ass!’’

The waiter smiled and moved off.

When I thought that Bill had calmed down I spoke.

“Bill, I had nothing to do with your father’s death. It was an accident. They were cutting trees and your father stood too close. He should have known better.”

Bill put down the beer that he had raised to his lips. As he spoke his voice increased in volume and venom.

“You’re a real piece of work, aren’t you? My father had been around trees all his life. You think he’s going to make a mistake! It was no goddamn accident!”

Bill chugged down his beer and slammed the glass on the table.

“They were his goddamn trees!”

There was a screech of a chair against the floor across the room. I looked over. Bobby Nelson had risen from his table when the buddy with him grabbed his arm and convinced him to sit down again.

Bill grabbed my hand resting on the table and leaned over the table only inches away from me. I could smell the foul breath of beer and cigarettes.

“I’m telling you right now to your face, Mr. Wilson, if you kill that boy it’ll be murder. I know the kid is an asshole, but being an asshole is not a capital offence. Don’t nod your head. I see him over there in the corner, acting like he’s the sheriff of Tombstone, but God, you can’t kill a man for being a fool.”

In an earlier conversation when I too had too many beers, I had taken Bill into my confidence. It was a mistake. Like most drunken dialogues, our conversation had been based on speculation and exaggeration. We had been sitting in these very seats on a night like any other night in the Islington House. All evenings are the same for a drunk.

I had said, “There are things I’ve seen. He’s a brute. Some mother is going to have her heart wrenched out because that little weasel

blows away her son.”

Bill swallowed half a glass of beer, grinned despairingly as he did now and said as he repeated now,  “Is this the new definition of justice? Are we to be judged by what we might do, by the sins of our future?”

I glanced toward Bobby Nelson across the room.

“How can I stand by and do nothing?”

Bill slapped his hand on the table and yelled so that everyone in the bar could hear.

“It’s still murder!”

A shadow fell over our table. I looked up. Bobby Nelson stood there, towering over us. 

“I’m watching the television old man!’’

I nodded and apologized.

“It won’t happen again,” I said.

Bobby shook his head. 

‘‘You’ve been getting under my skin since I was a kid. Always sticking your nose in my business. I’m sick of it, old man!”

By now the bar was silent. Everyone’s attention was focused on our table.

“I could have taken you down a hundred times, Mr. Wilson,” Bobby continued. “But someone always held me back, said it wasn’t worth it, said you were a useless old man. I think you’ve gotten old enough!”

The waiter stepped up behind Bobby and touched his arm. He asked him to sit down. Bobby glared at the waiter who retreated back to the bar. At this moment Bill O’Grady climbed to his feet and made his way to the exit. Bobby watched him.

“Where the hell are you going?” Bobby cried. 

Bill turned and spit on the floor.

“Kiss my ass!” he said, flung the exit door open and stepped outside. Bobby followed him.
***

I stepped outside there was a stable beside the Six Points Hotel. I approached a large man with a curled black moustache, Jim Nielsen, who was brushing down a beautiful chestnut horse. Jim was the local blacksmith. A young boy I hadn’t seen before was standing off to one side. He looked uncomfortable in the presence of the huge animal.

“Fine looking horse, Jim,” I said.

“Ah, yes,” Jim smiled, his strokes with the brush strong and sensual. Jim loved horses. He saw them as divine creatures, their physical presence commanding, their smiles large and whimsical, their grace and intelligence so casually worn.

“He’s pretty and he knows it,” Jim smiled stroking the horse’s neck. “Horses are vain. Bet you didn’t know that, Mr. Wilson. Like a beautiful woman who knows that a turn of her ankle turns men’s heads.  I heard tell of a horse up in Georgetown, a chestnut like this fellow, big brown eyes, high chest, and a long wavy brown mane. Her master was quite taken with her, so much so that one morning the fellow was caught in the stable kissing the animal! On the lips!”

Jim shook with laughter and I joined him. The small boy drank in Jim’s laughter like liquor.

“Town’s folk would have charged the fellow with something,” Jim laughed freely, “but they were afraid that at the trial the horse might be called to testify. Who knows who else the damn animal might have implicated?”
Jim and I laughed heartily, shaking our heads.

I turned to the boy. 

“Do you like horses, boy?” 

The boy shook his head.

“The boy prefers those horseless carriages,” Jim chuckled, continuing to rub down the horse. “The Shavers have a couple of them out at their place. Hell on wheels!”

“Is that right?” I asked, raising my eyebrows. 

The boy kept his eyes fixed on the ground.

“Speak up!” Jim barked. 

“Yes, sir!” the boy responded obediently.

“My nephew,” Jim laughed gesturing toward the boy. “Next to myself, the best man in this county. Since my sister died, Pete’s dad has been trying to raise five kids. Took Pete off his hands for the summer.”

“Your name is Pete?”

“Yes, sir.

I offered my hand. Pete shook it.

“My name is Mr. Wilson, Pete.”

“Proud to meet you, Mr. Wilson,” the boy replied.

Jim took his hand from the horse and ruffled the mop of Pete’s hair playfully.

 “Trouble brewing over in Europe,” I said. “The Prussians are looking for a fight.”

Jim shook his head. “It won’t amount to much, Mr. Wilson. Like a fight between schoolyard bullies. The Hun and the Frank. They’ll push each other around a bit and then both of them will back down.” 

I shook my head.

“I’m not so sure, Jim.” 

There would be war. And I knew that when the English were dragged into the mess, Jim would volunteer and die far from home in a town called Sint Niklaas.

“I wouldn’t mind if they smashed each other’s brain’s out,” Jim said, stroking the horse’s neck. “But, why the hell do they have to drag these beautiful creatures into their blood letting?”

I turned and looked at young Pete. In the years to come we would become fast friends but now I was just another old man who made him feel uncomfortable.

“What do you think of all this talk of war, son?”

Pete shrugged his shoulders.

Jim laughed. “Pete’s not much up on current affairs.”

“Do you think there’ll be a conscript?” I asked Jim.

“If England gets dragged into the mess, I suppose there will be,” Jim sighed. “But it ain’t going to happen, Mr. Wilson. You can take that to the bank.”

***

I had never seen anything so beautiful. Everywhere you looked, there was ice. As if the whole world had been transformed magically into a palace. The asphalt shimmered in the moon light like an emerald under the ice; trees glistened, bent over with the weight from the storm, sometimes cracking like the knuckles of old men playing checkers; telephone lines drooped and swayed and sang with like a Gershwen tune. Some lines came down. The odd cat ventured out. Unable to keep their feet, they slid and slipped, balancing between the comic and the tragic, Buster Keaton playing Hamlet.

It was impossible to walk along the sidewalks. I knew how foolish I must have looked crawling along on my hands and knees but at least I was moving. No one dared leave their home. People stood at their windows smiling and shaking their heads but never daring to venture outside. Except for the odd tree branch cracking and the sound of a stranded feline, it was dead quiet. 

I heard an engine in the distance. It was difficult to tell how far, sound being distorted by the cold and the silence. And then I saw it. At the top of Botfield Avenue, sliding down the middle of the street. Someone was driving in a perfectly straight line, contradicting all the laws of physics veering neither to the right nor left, driving as if they were out on a leisurely country jaunt in the middle of August. As the car passed me, on all fours crawling along the sidewalk, the driver gave me a polite wave. It was Gord Thompson, drunk, returning home from the Islington House.

***

I sat down on a bench inside the stable, took out a cigarette and was about to light up when I remembered Jim’s prohibition regarding cigarettes inside the barn. I stuck the cigarette behind my ear. Pete was cleaning out the stalls, hardly a job designed for the dreams of a young man, but he did not complain. He seemed to great pleasure in any duty Jim asked him to perform.

“So you like automobiles?” I asked.

Pete looked up and smiled.

“Yes sir, Mr. Wilson.”

Pete responded with a polite smile as he piled horse manure onto a small wagon. Pete would later take the wagon around to the homes in the village and sell it to the local housewives for their flower gardens.

“Think there’s any future in automobiles?” I asked.

“I hope so,” Pete nodded his head smiling then looked down at the manure. “More than cleaning up after horses.”

I took off my hat and swatted at the flies that were buzzing around my head.

“So what’s the attraction?” I asked.

Pete had returned to his work. He looked up at me.

“Excuse me, sir?”

“What do you like about automobiles?”

Pete hesitated for a moment before responding.

“They’re beauty.”

I nodded. “How are they beautiful?”

“The way everything moves inside,” he responded leaning on his shovel, then added for measure. “By itself.”

“And the by itself is important?”

“Oh, yes sir. That’s the most important part. Running by itself makes it independent of us, makes it a new kind of creature on the planet.”

“You talk as if machines were alive,” I couldn’t help but smile. The lad’s enthusiasm was contagious.

“They are,” Pete cried. “Well, sort of. They are alive while they are running.” 

“And you’ve seen the insides of one of these creatures?”

Pete nodded enthusiastically. 

“It’s like looking inside an animal but without blood being spilt and without pain.”

I looked at Pete for some time thinking to myself that he had no idea what the future held out for him. Pete took out a pouch of tobacco and rolled himself a cigarette. 

“Is that okay with your uncle?” I asked.

“Almost forgot,” Pete smiled and was about to put his pouch away when I suggested we take a break outside.

Pete grinned. 

“Ya that would be swell.”

We stepped outside the garage and shared a smoke. And so began our friendship.

***

“What are you staring at?” 

Joan Green stepped up beside me. I pointed across the street.

“Your neighbor has been watching us for the last half hour.”

“Poor Ethel,” Joan sighed and returned to her lawn. She seemed upset with me, as if I disturbed her weeding for a matter of no consequence.

“Ethel always watches me. Poor dear. She lost her husband in the War. She’s afraid that something is going to happen to me.”

“With me?”

Joan nodded. “You and any other man who passes by. Poor dear.”

Poor dear! I thought to myself. Why do women express this type of compassion for others? A man would never refer to anyone in such a condescending tone. Poor dear! One step below canonization. Poor dear! It makes the speaker sound like the Lord Himself passing judgment except in this case it is not judgment that is being passed.

Joan continued, her eyes on her hands as she plowed her way through the grass. 

“People watch out for each other in the neighborhood. It’s a nice feeling knowing that there is someone watching out for you. Sort of like a guardian angel.”

She looked up at me with the most inane smile on her face. Was she being sarcastic? You can never be sure with women. Just because they are the more intelligent of the sexes does not prevent them from rubbing it on occasion.

“Guardian angel, my ass!” I growled.

“Mr. Wilson!” Joan scolded. 

Must keep my thoughts to myself. I’d forgotten that Joan was a vice-principal at Our Lady of Peace and thus felt it her obligation to correct any transgressions. A slip of hair curled out from beneath the bandana she was wearing on her head. It aroused the most unseemly thought in my mind.

“I am not being a school marm!” Joan bit back.

“I didn’t say a word!” I responded smugly.   

Joan sat up on her knees.

“I can read your thoughts, Mr. Wilson.”

I smiled with mock shame. 

“You have to remember, Mr. Wilson, that for poor Ethel there’s not much other entertainment. Surely you wouldn’t begrudge an old woman her small pleasures.”

“You knew her husband well?”

“Mr. Wilson!”

“She’s a peeping Tom for Christ’s sake,” I responded moving slowly back to where Joan was plunging her knife into the belly of the lawn.

“She’s no such thing, Mr. Wilson!” Joan cried then, looking out over the grass added despairingly “It would be easier to resod the lawn.”

“She hiding behind those curtains as if she thinks I can’t see her. That’s how Hitler began, you know.”

“She’s curious,” Joan explained shaking her head, then muttered. “I’m beginning to see the inner beauty of crab grass.”

“Curious, my ass!”

Helen sighed, “People might think that you were a bit of a peeping Tom yourself, Mr. Wilson.”

I turned from the old woman across the street to Joan.

“What do you mean by that?” I asked.

“Well, you’re always wandering about, talking to people, hanging around school yards, shopping plazas, people weeding their garden. I don’t find that odd, but thousands might.”

I looked down at Joan, her frilly rose and white blouse, the blue tapered cotton pants, the yellow bandana holding in her short curled hair. How long had I known her? Since she was a kid? Two weeks? Sometimes it was hard to keep track.

“I hope you’re not taking me too seriously, Mr. Wilson,” Joan said, raising her hand to shield her eyes from the sun. “I just think that we shouldn’t be in too great a hurry to judge” 

“But people do judge.” I responded.

Joan was silent for some time as she continued to pillage the grass for weeds.

“Do you think you might be taking this lawn maintenance business a little too seriously?” I enquired.

Joan sighed, thrust her knife into the earth and fell back on her bum, holding her knees up to her chin.

“It feels good to stick the knife in the ground,” she confessed then added, “I don’t seem to laugh enough.”

“You have children. They must bring a smile to your lips.”

Joan nodded. “They are a great joy.”

“But?”

“When you have children, you smile more but laugh less. You don’t have the energy.”

Joan looked up at me. 

“Do you think I should let the lawn grow wild?”

“Do you realize that almost all the lawns in North American are made up of grasses that are not indigenous to the land? If human kind were wiped out, I doubt that our lawns would outlive us by much.”

“I’ve missed your point,” Joan grinned.

“Oh,” I said shaking my head. “I don’t know if I had a point. Oh yes, you think I’m something of a peeping Tom.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You implied it.”

“I said that other people might think that.”

“You’re playing games now,” I sighed. 

I turned and glanced back at Mrs. Bukowski. I was certain that

she had a phone in her hand. Who could she be talking to?

I asked. “Why do you think daytime soap operas are so popular?”

There was no answer. I turned and looked back at Joan. She shrugged her shoulders.

I explained. “They feed the need in women, older women to pry. It’s genetic.”

Joan laughed. “Mr. Wilson! How do you keep coming up with these crazy notions?” 

I loved to see Joan laugh and upset at the same time. It was delicious.

‘When humans were primates,” I spoke professorially, “the older females made it their job to keep their eyes open for any new dangers, domestic or foreign, that might threaten the tribe. It gave them a function in the tribe, made them useful, and guaranteed their survival. To this day old women continue to keep their eyes peeled, continue to stick their noses into other people’s business.”

“And what did the old men do?” Joan glared making an obvious reference to my own redundancy.

“Nothing, “I responded, looking down at Joan. “The old men were dead.”

A smile crept across Joan’s face, followed by a shake of her lovely head and a laugh

“You see, Joan. You can laugh.”

Joan nodded, took a deep sigh, looked out over her lawn deep in thought.

“What was it like before television?” she asked.

I thought for a moment.

“There were more porches.”

“Did old women peek out between their curtains?”

I nodded, bowing my head and shaking the change in my pocket.

“What’s it like being old?” Joan asked.

***

“What was it like before radio?” Pete asked as he slid on his wooden trolley under a Packard.

I rubbed my chin. I’d forgotten to shave that morning. I had to remember these small things. At my age an unshaven face was a feature of a bum and there was nothing more dangerous than to be old and considered poor.

“Before radio, eh! People wrote more letters.”

Pete muttered something in audible.

I continued. “And people learned to play an instrument. And a good storyteller was worth his weight in gold. Get you through many a cold winter evening. We didn’t drink much, which is kind of surprising. Tobacco was very important. And the weather was one of your more popular topics at the barber shop.”

Pete poked his head out from beneath the car.

“Sounds like you used to have a hell of a time,” Pete laughed and rolled back under the belly of the car.

I continued. “People laughed a lot. They laughed at the drop of a hat Farting was very popular especially if you could carry a tune. And any kind of public exhibition, weddings, funerals, bingos, dances, and fairs were enormously popular. Executions were so rare that their occurrence was considered a good omen. Nothing like a hanging to insure a good crop. There was a lot of sex in those days though no one talked about it much. It was considered a private matter.”

Pete said something from beneath the car that I couldn’t make out.  I pulled up a bench and sat down so that my ears were closer to the ground. Pete repeated his comment.

I scratched my head.

“Why would you ask a question like that?” I asked.

There was no response. I assumed that Pete had shrugged his shoulders. A long period of quiet ensued. I looked out the open garage door at the street, which framed it like a movie screen. Several cars passed by and then a pickup truck. There was a brief passage of time before the rattle of a milk truck clattered on by. I felt like the audience of my own life.

“Nothing much happens in a life,” Pete said, his voice slightly muffled by a grunting sound as he tried to loosen some nut or other. 

I nodded then added when I realized that Pete couldn’t see me. “Not too much. Life is filled mostly with mundane events, if you’re lucky. People looking for excitement are only looking for trouble. Women mostly look for excitement. Middle aged women and young men.” 

A couple of fellows who had spent the afternoon in the Six Points tavern staggered past and waved.

“Maybe that’s what happiness means,” Pete added. “Maybe you’re happy when nothing happens to you.”

I thought about that for a spell.

“No such thing as happiness,” I responded. “At least not something you can pursue. Happiness is like a gift under the tree at Christmas. You should be grateful to receive it, but it’s not something you can count on.”

I could hear sarcastic laughter from under the car.

“Such wisdom!” Pete wailed.

So Pete wanted to play hardball.

“When are you and Nancy going to get hitched?” I asked.

Pete was silent. I had heard his argument regarding marriage before. No wife until he had the garage paid off. That was Pete’s argument. It was a ruse. Pete had inherited the station from his uncle Jim after big Jim died in France during the Great War. Pete had no intention of marrying Nancy Wilson, at least until he was sure that someone better wasn’t going to come along. And nothing better would ever come along but Pete didn’t know that. 

Nancy Wilson was one of five children from a black family that lived in Islington village. Nancy was a fine girl, bright, engaging, a school teacher, but she was not a great beauty and Pete had it in the back of his mind that one day his great beauty would drive up to his station in a red Hudson and apply for his services. It would be love at first sight, just like he had read in many of the dime novels picked up in the drug store. But no great love would come along, and Nancy Wilson, tired of waiting, would marry an American barber and move to Buffalo in upper New York State. Pete was like a schoolgirl in his romantic illusions and I had kidded him about it on more than one occasion. The kidding was not well received.

“She’s too smart for you, Pete. You know that, don’t you?” 

“You keep telling me that, Mr. Wilson.”

“And she’s very fond of you.”

“You keep telling me that as well.”

“I heard that her folks were going to take a trip down to New York City. Nancy is going along with them.”

Pete slid out from beneath the car.

“Lots of handsome colored gentlemen down there,” I added.

Pete climbed to his feet and grabbed a package of cigarettes that lay on the hood of the car and lit one up. He was trying to maintain an air of good humour but I could tell that he was upset.

“First, I’ve heard of it. How do you know all this, Mr. Wilson?”

I chuckled.

“What are you up to old man?”

I struggled to climb to my feet. Usually Pete offered me a hand. This time he did not.  

“You think I should marry Nancy?” Pete asked.

“You’d be a fool not to,” I gasped as I straightened out my legs which had begun to cramp sitting on the short stool.

Pete shook his head. He looked at me, smoke sneaking out between his lips, and shook his head again.

“I don’t know, Mr. Wilson. I don’t know.”

7. The Pink Album
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***

I was standing in front of Duke’s Sport Shop at Bloor and Ashbourne Avenue, astonished at the high price of hockey equipment when I felt the earth move. I turned around to see a man blown out of the ground. Consumers Gas had dug a hole in Bloor Street to check some gas lines. The hole had been surrounded by a portable metal fence and several sets of lights to warn drivers that work was in progress. I hadn’t taken much notice of the hole until I turned around and saw the man being projected out of the hole like a bullet. 

Before I could move, a man ran from behind me toward the explosion. The local newspaper, Etobicoke Life, had their offices in the strip of stores and one of their reporters, hearing the explosion, had the presence of mind to grab his camera. A huge cloud of gas poured out from the hole into the sky and out of that gas that looked like discharged gun smoke, another man crawled, his body black with soot and earth. He was coughing and gasping for breath. 

I ran over to lend a hand but several other bystanders reached the men before me, including the reporter who kept taking pictures. He would later win a major journalism award for his photograph that appeared on the front pages of newspapers across the country. The men who had been in the hole escaped with their lives but would spend months in hospital.  I recognized one of them as young Cameron, a boyhood friend of Danny Green. 

Moments later the area was filled with police cars, fire engines and an ambulance. The area was blocked off to through traffic. One of the cops, Bobby Nelson, came up and asked me to leave. The look in his eyes gave me the impression that he would have preferred to join me.

***

I walked across Pete’s office over to the calendar that hung on the wall. June 1932. I thought to myself, I should get one of those computer day timers. Bouncing around from time to time I was having a great deal of trouble making appointments. I was like someone who had a terrible sense of direction but in my case it had to do with time rather than space. Dr. Holmes became increasingly despairing as I arrived late even though it was he who said I had to expect an increasing inability to make deadlines. The only one who didn’t seem to mind was Mary. You’re just operating with a different clock, she laughed.

“Is this calendar right?” I asked Pete.

Pete shook his head. “I meant to get a new one a couple of years ago, but I never got around to it. And I like the picture. Can’t you remember the day anymore, Mr. Wilson?”

“Time seems to pass so quickly the older you get,” I explained. “Difficult to keep track.”

Pete accepted my explanation and bent over the gum machine he kept at the door by the entrance to the shop. He was trying to jiggle a gum out without paying. 

“I don’t think I’m the marrying kind,” Pete muttered, his finger stuck up the machine’s privacy. 

“Nobody is the marrying kind,” I suggested then added. “You ought to be careful you don’t get your finger stuck.” 

Pete slapped the glass ball of gum and resigned himself to failure.

“What’s it like being married, Mr. Wilson?”

I stepped up beside Pete and looked out the window of the shop onto Bloor Street. The sun was high in the sky, its white heat blinding off the dust. Pete glanced at me.

“My wife died some time ago,” I responded, returning to my seat.

Pete lowered his eyes.

“I’m sorry…”

I shrugged my shoulders.

“I never met her, did I?” Pete asked.

I thought for a moment then shook my head. Mary was only ten years old in 1932.

“The heart?” Pete asked.

“Hit and run,” I replied. “Right over there on Kipling. She was trying to cross the street, always was a bit deaf when this cop...”

“She was hit by a cop?”

I nodded. “Couldn’t  prove it though.”

“Ya mean.…”

“The cop didn’t stop.”

Pete opened the door and flicked the cigarette he’d been smoking into the noonday sun. There was a certain beauty the way it tumbled through the sky, like a plane going down behind enemy lines.

“Nancy is tired of waiting for me,” Pete said. “She’s a good woman. I wish I loved her.”

“It ain’t because she’s colored?”

Pete turned around sharply. If anyone else but me had said that to Pete, he would have struck him.

I apologized.

“Lot of people think so,” Pete grinned though there was no levity in his eyes.

“Did you love your wife?” he asked.

I did not respond.

“Stupid question,” Pete answered for me. The truth was I didn’t know.

“I think we got used to each other,” I finally replied.

Pete fell back into the chair behind his desk. It was a slow week at the garage. 

“You ever had such an itch for a woman, Mr. Wilson, that you couldn’t get her out of your mind?”

I tried to think back to all the women I had known. It seemed that the only women who stuck in my memory were the ones that I never got to know that well, the ones who I met in a sideways glance, or talked to briefly. The more I knew a woman, the less they seemed to have affected me.

“I’d like to meet a woman who totally consumed me,” Pete added when I made no effort to respond. “To totally dissolve in her presence so that I could think of nothing, could feel nothing, so that she became my soul and I became the dress she wore.”

“That sounds more like death than love,” I remarked, looking over at Pete but Pete did not respond. His thoughts were elsewhere.

***

I stood at the cross walk at the corner of Mattice and Kipling Avenue. I couldn’t move. Cars stopped, waiting impatiently for me to cross, then slowly moved passed, drivers glaring at me, passengers rolling down their windows and hurling abuse toward me. Time kept moving back and forth in front of me. The street kept shrinking and widening, rising and falling. Trees reached for the sky and shrank back. Every few moments a man, or child, or woman was run over by a car, a carriage, a horse. And I kept telling myself that there was nothing I could do about it.

***

Mary Barnes sat on a lawn chair under an apple tree in her front lawn sipping lemonade and spitting the seeds into the street.

“How ya doing, kiddo?” she smiled as I stepped through the front gate. There was a white picket fence that ran the breath of her front lawn like a giant Pepsodent smile for the house. I pulled up a chair and sat beside Mary.

“Would you like a lemonade?” she asked and proceeded to pour me a drink from the pitcher sitting on a small TV-dinner table beside her.

I took a small swallow. I almost swallowed my lips.

“A little sour for most folks’ taste but I like it that way,” she added.

I smiled wishing she had warned me. I put the glass down on the TV-dinner table.

Mary looked at me, an impish grin on her face.

“You’ve been up to something,” Mary cackled.

I shook my head. 

“Just a little tired,” I smiled.

“Wet your whistle more often,” Mary laughed. There was a certain child like vulgarity with Mary. She liked to talk about sex, and she was more than willing to jump in the sack given the opportunity. It made me feel uncomfortable. I thought that I had rid myself of my adolescent fantasies and sexual urges but Mary’s company always stirred them up again, not because she was attractive but because she was so damned persistent.

“I was down at the Senior’s Home the other day,” Mary began. “And you wouldn’t believe what I heard.”

I looked at Mary and waited. She said nothing. 

Finally I blurted out, “What?”

Mary slapped me on the arm with the back of her hand and laughed, “old man Wilcox passed away. Caught a summer cold. Went down just as fast as swatting a fly.”

I looked at Mary. She was still laughing. It was one of those characteristics of Mary that she found everything amusing, even death. Poets loved characters like Mary because they felt as if they celebrated life. I had never seen life in this light. Human kind reminded me of the dogs that laid about the legs of a great table at a feast accepting scraps from the guests. 

“Who is old man Wilcox?” I asked.

“You know Jason! Tall gaunt fellow with a reclining hairline…”

“Receding,” I corrected.

“Jason always kept his hair greased and flat on his head,” Mary explained. “Don’t you remember?”

I assured Mary that I did not know any Jason Wilcox.

Mary slapped my arm with the back of her hand as if she was jump-starting my memory.

“His great grandfather was Absolom Wilcox, one of those fellas that was mixed up in that Mackenzie Rebellion. I don’t know if they hung him or not but I suppose they had waited until after Jason’s father was conceived. Jason married one of the Anderson girls. Those were girls that liked a good time.”

I nodded. Generations of Anderson women had been known for the generosity of their affections.

“Don’t know what she saw in Jason, but I suppose everyone has something a girl can hang her bonnet on. Seems like everyone’s passing on. Probably heading in that direction myself.”

A tear ran down Mary’s cheek. She wiped it away.

“Now now,” I said putting an arm around Mary’s shoulder. It was a mistake. Mary looked up at me and smiled so sweetly.

“I’m not going inside!” I insisted.

“Why not kid! A little roll in the sack will do both of us good.”

I shook my head.

“Is it your back?” Mary asked.

“Women your age aren’t supposed to talk about such things,” I said.

“What women?” Mary laughed. “You know how I feel about you Mr. Wilson. Why put off until tomorrow what you can do today. I’ve got an itch. Come and scratch it, you old goat.”

Mary tugged at my arm but I wasn’t moving.

“How did he die?” I asked.

“Who?”

“Wilcox.”

“Just finished reading one of his western books, put his head back in the pillow and disappeared.”

“Died in his sleep,” I nodded.

“What a way to go, eh,” Mary sighed squeezing my arm. “I’d like to go that way. Peaceful like in the arms of my lover.”

Mary looked up at me and batted her eyelids.

I took another swallow of lemonade.

***

I leaned against a fence behind Turner’s Cake Shop early one Saturday morning. Turner, the owner of the bakery had been a cook in the British army. Pale as the flour he used in his bread, McCall had an eye for young girls to the great annoyance of his wife, Betty. Mrs. Turner warned all the teenage girls who worked in the bakery that her husband had gay hands. Danny Green had been hired by Mrs. Turner as a favor to Danny’s mother. Although he had heard tales about the baker, no one warned him about Mrs. Turner who showing him where all the supplies were kept in the basement, slipped up behind Danny, wrapped her arms around his waist and slipped her hands into his trouser pockets. 

Every Saturday was beef pot pie day at the bakery. The pies were a great favorite in the neighborhood. After cooking for several hours two large deep trays of the stew were placed outside the back door of the bakery to cool. It was Danny’s job to make bread, donuts and chaperone the two trays, making sure that the local dogs did not sneak up too close to the stew. 

When Danny stepped out to chase a beagle away, he noticed me leaning against the fence nearby. We looked at each other. Danny stepped back into the shop once more. About five minutes later he walked out of the shop again and stepped over to where I was standing. 

“You gotta a cigarette?” he asked.

I pulled out my Rothmans and handed him the package. Danny took a cigarette and the matches stuck in the package and lit up.

“How do you like working in a bakery?” I asked.

Danny shrugged his shoulders, then picked up a stone and tossed it at the dog that had been circling the stew. The dog backed off.

“Last Saturday that damn dog took a leak in the stew,” Danny said; smoke tumbling out of his mouth.

“Did you tell your boss?”

Danny shook his head. 

“And catch shit! I don’t volunteer anything.”

“How’d you get the job?”

“Joannie got it for me,” Danny replied. I knew he was lying but said nothing.

“She works out front in the shop,” Danny continued. “What are you doing around here?”

I pointed to the dog that had once again approached the stew.

“That’s your dog?” Danny grinned.

“I wondered where he took off for every Saturday morning,” I responded. It wasn’t my dog but one lie deserved another. Besides I couldn’t think of any other reason for being in the back lane behind the bakery on a Saturday morning.

“What’s his name?” he asked. I could tell that he was killing time being in no rush to return to the bakery.

“Haven’t given him a name,” I responded.

Danny looked at me.

“He’s gotta have a name,” Danny cried. “How long have you had him?”

I thought about it for a few minutes. Out of the corner of my eye I could see the dog slipping closer to the stew.

“About three years.”

“And you haven’t given him a name?”

I shook my head.

“Well, what do you call him?”

“Dog,” I replied.

“Look, Mr. Wilson, every pet has to have a name. You can’t just call him dog.”

I smiled. “He’s a she.”

“Whatever,” Danny sighed. “Everything has to have a name or…”

I waited.

“Or it doesn’t exist,” Danny said finishing his cigarette. 

He ground it out under his running shoe. I could smell burnt rubber.

The dog had snug up to the tray of stew and was sniffing it. Danny bent over and pick up a small stone and fired it at the dog. The stone landed in the stew.

***

There were few days that Mary Gruber left her house. If she needed something, her husband Peter was sent to shop. Though she had a license, she seldom drove. The traffic frightened her. So many children running out from between cars, and dogs chasing cars, nipping at tires. As much as she hated to drive, Mary Gruber hated to walk even more.

“It’s so far to the store. I can’t stand the heat. I can’t stand the cold. I can’t stand wasting so much time away from the house. There are rugs to vacuum, windows to wash, laundry to clean, a garden to weed.”

Mary Gruber was one of those people who felt that life was a job, one for which she was underpaid and overworked.

This day Mary made her way out to the street where city workers were replacing a sewer grate. The previous one had cracked and sent little Donna Williams for a fall when her bike caught in the busted grate. Mary was watching the men work when I stepped up from behind her. She jumped when I cleared my throat.

“Mr. Wilson!” she cried in her rough Prussian accent.

“Sorry, Mary!” I apologized though I wasn’t a bit sorry for startling Mary. 

“Didn’t mean to sneak up on you like that. Supervising the men’s work?”

One of the men looked at me. It was obvious that they were not enjoying our company. Mary turned to whisper to me thinking that she could not be heard by the workers.

“Takes three men to do the job of one. That’s where are tax dollars…”

One of the men threw a piece of iron onto the lawn near us. Mary

jumped back.

“You’d think they’d put one of our boys in charge of these Italians.”

It was difficult to tell if the disdain in Mary’s voice was a result of a deep hatred of Italians, or just her brusque Prussian background.

“How is Mrs. Macmillan doing?” I asked. “Haven’t seen her around for some time.”

Mary looked me up and down, baptizing me as an imbecile. 

“She’s in the hospital. Last we’ll see of her.”

I smiled sheepishly. I had known about Mrs. Macmillan’s difficulties and had forgotten.

“I thought you knew everything!”’ Mary spat out, her responses hurled so violently from her mouth that my words were forced to jump to one side for fear of being stepped on.

“What…” I began to ask but was cut off by Mary.

“Cancer,” Mary barked.

“I thought she had a stroke.” 

“Mastectomy!” Mary explained. “But she’s an old woman. What’s she need breasts for?”

One of the workers looked up at us as if he overheard some lewd conversation.

“The story I heard was that she had fallen and broken a hip, lain there in pain for several days before suffering a massive heart attack.”

Mary looked at me as if I had been quoting from some afternoon soap opera.

“Are you finished?” she asked.

“That’s what I heard!” I protested. This was not the first time my memories and history had been at odds. At my next appointment with Dr. Holmes I would have to remember to bring up the topic. 

“They lopped them off,” Mary cried. “But at least she was beyond child breeding.”

Mary talked about women in a purely functional manner as if a woman’s body were made up of parts some of which became redundant with age.

I was silent for a moment. Talking with Mary Gruber was akin to being in a boxing match. Time was needed between rounds to compose oneself.

“It’s not life threat…” I began and again but was cut off.

“Could be! She is getting up there in years. God, I hope we get decent neighbors. Don’t want no pakies moving in. Probably tear down her home and build some monster house. Have to put up with dust and banging for months!  And all those babies.”

I said nothing but this was exactly what Mrs. Macmillan had put up with when the Gruber’s built their house.

“Well if she goes, I hope she goes in her sleep,” Mary continued, her voice softening. 

The workers pulled a heavy metal plate over the hole in the road. They piled the broken pieces of grate in their truck. As they pulled away, one of the three men who were sitting in the back of the truck, gave us a wave.

“I’m going to report them,” Mary barked.

“Why would you do that?” I asked.

“I should have gotten their names. They all look alike to me.”

“They were just doing their jobs,” I said.

“You should have been here earlier,” Mary explained. “They were just leaning on their shovels and talking about my house. That’s why I came out here. I won’t have people talking about my house. Spreading rumors.”

“I’m sure they weren’t… “

“Of course they were. Talking about that fellow who hung himself from our rafters. I won’t have that spread about the neighborhood. How will we ever sell the place if people think the house is cursed?”

“Are you planning on moving?” I asked.

Mary looked at me.

“Where’d you get an idea like that?” she cried.

And then I remembered.

“Mrs. Macmillan doesn’t die this time,” I said, forgetting that I was thinking out loud. She would recover from the mastectomy and live for several more years in the house.

***

Mrs. Macmillan stretched the white bed sheet tight along her clothes line. The wind like a kid at recess tossed the sheet in the air and wrapped it around Mrs. Macmillan in a hug. Then the sheet released Mrs. Macmillan and swelling with wind like a sail threatened to drag the whole backyard off. Mrs. Macmillan smiled and breathed deeply. How she loved the smell of flowers and cut grass in the air. She hung another sheet and then another. By the time she was finished, there was a wall of white bed sheets strung along the length of her yard, pregnant with wind. Mrs. Macmillan picked up her hamper and walked along the line like a general inspecting his troops. She hadn’t noticed me standing in her tomato garden, plants wrapping themselves around my legs.

***

Mary Gruber stepped over to inspect the workman’s labor. 

“Look at this mess!” she cried.

“It’ll wash away in the next...” I began and waited for the expected interruption.

“That’s not the point,” Mary swore attempting to sweep with her feet the small amount of dirt into the sewer. “They shouldn’t expect the weather to clean up their mess.”

“You have too much time on your hands, Mary.” I responded.

Mary turned on me.

“Too much time. What is that supposed to mean?”

“You should have children,” I said.

Mary stared at me. The face that a moment before seemed to be edged of granite began to break. Her lower lip trembled, then tears welled up in her eyes. She turned and rushed back into her house.

A few months later the Gruber’s adopted a young Indian lad name Ernie.

“He was all we could get,” Mary explained on another afternoon. “But, Peter wanted a son. I don’t know how we’ll make ends meet. He doesn’t listen to me. I’m only his wife.”

“Didn’t you want a child?” I asked.

Mary looked at me coldly. There would be no trembling lips or weeping this time.

“You’re a very cruel man,” she said.

“Did I speak out of turn?”

“I think you enjoy hurting people,” Mary responded. 

“No, I think…”

“Like all men,” Mary interrupted. 
***

I stood against the open door of the hotel room. Peter Gruber sat on the edge of the bed in his trousers and undershirt smoking a cigarette beneath a sign on the wall that read NO SMOKING.

“I don’t want to go back,” he muttered; smoke spitting out of his mouth in little cobblestone clouds.

I said. “Mary needs you.”

Peter looked up at me. His unshaven face had a sickly pasty pallor. His eyes were dull and burnt out.

“I saw her smile when they took Ernie away to jail,” he responded. “I know the boy was trouble but... Maybe she was always that way. Hard. Calloused. She was so beautiful when I first met her. Her skin. Her hair. There was a mystery in her eyes. Something every man wanted to find out. It was so attractive. It took all these years to unravel that mystery, Mr. Wilson. It was the look in Ernie’s eyes. Mr. Wilson, there was so much hurt there, and then when I looked at Mary…. I found out. It was as if I was looking into the eyes of a stranger. She is ugly. And yet …” his voice tailed off into the silence of his thoughts.

I looked down the hallway of the hotel. An elevator opened around the corner and then moments later closed. I heard a man’s voice and a woman’s laughter, a key rattling, a door open and close.

I turned my attention back to the room.

Peter’s chest heaved in a short gargle like laugh.

“Why are men attracted to the darkness in a woman?” he asked.

I shrugged my shoulders. 

“She hated the boy,” Peter continued.

“No…”

“Yes, Mr. Wilson. She hated him. Like she hates herself. There are no photographs of Mary when she was a kid. I thought they’d been lost in the war. Not true. Mary had destroyed them. Said that she couldn’t stand to see herself in pictures. Don’t you find that odd? Like she was afraid that something might be seen, that she might unknowingly betray some secret.”

Peter ran his fingers through his hair with his cigarette still between his fingers. Then he rubbed the back of his wrist against his chin, took another drag on his cigarette, rubbed the palm of his free hand on his knee.

“Mary talks about herself like a mortician would talk about a corpse. Cold facts. That’s what intimacy is to her. She blames her troubles on everyone else: her parents, the economy, the weather, the old country, Ernie. Never herself. She is never at fault. If she hadn’t been so beautiful… She hates being attractive to men. Hates it and loves it. Loves the look of despair in men’s eyes when she knows they cannot have what they most desire. Hates them because she cannot give a man what he desires. Why couldn’t I have seen this years ago? The look in Ernie’s eyes!”

“She needs you, Peter,” I said, repeating myself. I knew that everything Peter said was true but there was a history between him and Mary and neither of them could deny it.

“She hated Ernie from the day we got him from the Children’s Aid. He was a sensitive kid, eyes like a deer, large, brown, vulnerable. I saw the look in Mary’s eyes when they brought Ernie into our house. The look of...”

Peter butted out his cigarette in a bedside ashtray.

“Is this what a life comes down to, Mr. Wilson?

Reaching across the bed, Peter pulled on a pair of sock, then slipped on his shoes. When he stood up, he looked at me.

“To hell with her, Mr. Wilson. We don’t need her. I’m going to see my son. Do you think I can still reach him, Mr. Wilson? Do you think it is too late for me?”

“I don’t know,” I said sadly.

***

Mary Barnes and I dragged a large trunk from one side of the dark attic under a bare light bulb that hung from the ceiling. I heard small feet moving. 

“Rats?” I asked.

Mary laughed. “Squirrels. On the roof.”

“Tree rats,” I said.

Mary shook her head with dismay. Women who love men always pretend to be impatient with the boy they find inside. But without that boy, men would be too dull for the sharper female mind.

“ Well, look at all this junk, kiddo!” Mary cried as she opened the trunk. “Ain’t it grand! Like a soul being opened up at the final judgment.” 

Mary picked up an old newspaper.

“Look at this article on the Titanic. All those poor souls! My first husband, poor dear, saw the Titanic. He was out fishing with his uncle and father. He said you could see the Titanic’s lights for a hundred miles. And voices too. He said it sounded like there was a party going on board.”

Mary picked up a blouse. Tears began to run down her cheeks.

“My favorite! Do you think I should try it on? I wore this the day after Hitler died. I remember I was going to church in a little chapel at Assumption College in Windsor, across the river from Detroit. Someone had a mass said for Hitler’s soul. Imagine that? Of course that was before we discovered all those dreadful things that had gone on in Germany.”

Mary gasped, dropped the blouse into the trunk, and picked up a pair of shoes.

“Wasn’t I the belle? I know I sound vain but the boys were all after me in Sandwich. It’s on the outskirts of Windsor although I imagine by now that it has disappeared inside the greater city. What a horrid place! Wind would carry the smell of the sulphur mines across the river. It smelled like Detroit had broken wind over Windsor. But isn’t that pretty much what the Americans think of us? We’re just lucky it’s so damn cold up here or they would have taken over years ago. Where were you born, kiddo?”

I did not respond.

Mary dropped her shoes back in the trunk, delighted to find another memento, a small doll, which she hugged.

“My first doll. Father gave it to me. Daughters have this special relationship with their father. Oh, he wasn’t much of a man by the standards of the day but he was so sweet, and such fun. There was a lot of laughter in our house. What was your father like?”

“I can’t remember,” I muttered. It was the first time I could recall anyone asking me that question. 

“Make up something,” Mary insisted. “We all have our stories. I tell people that I danced with Josephine Baker in Paris. Never met the lady. But I was in Paris. With my second husband, Jack. What a man! Legs like an oak. You could climb up that man and rest there all afternoon. Wasn’t much of a conversationalist, which detracted somewhat from his performance in bed. I like to talk in bed.” Mary giggled. “I guess I just plain like to talk, eh kiddo?”

Mary continued to rummage through the trunk.

“Look at this! Time magazine. President Johnson - Man of the Year. Now how would they decide that? Remember when Kennedy was shot! We were all like his lovers and when he was cut down we all felt like widows. My third husband, another Jack, never believed that Oswald was alone. What a queer fellow Jack was. My husband, not the president. Saw conspiracies everywhere. Thought our telephone was being tapped. We were heavily into the anti-war movement. Used to keep draft dodgers in our house until Jack caught me in bed with one of them. I felt sorry for the young man, alone and far from home. The poor boy was so grateful.”

Mary looked at me and laughed.

“Am I scandalizing you, kiddo?”

Mary playfully jabbed me in the arm. The smile on Mary’s face faded when she picked up a grainy black and white photograph. For a moment she was silent as a tear ran down her cheek. 

“Your father?” I asked.

Mary nodded, then carefully placed the photograph back in the trunk.

***

“A beautiful day, though,” Joan Green smiled. “Can’t remember a summer like this since I was a kid.”

I nodded. I remembered the summer she was referring to. It did not rain for six weeks. Local officials declared a moratorium on the use of water. Peter Gruber refused. “They’re still watering their lawns in the Kingsway!” he declared. The Kingsway was a wealthy English enclave east of Islington. “My grass is as thirsty as those bastards.”

“God, I was crazy about Danny back then,” Joan smiled. “He was so wild, and carefree, and… oh, you know all those things that young girls find so irresistible in a boy. Danny didn’t know that I was alive. Funny how he turned out to be an accountant. My mother was sure he was headed to prison. She forbade me to talk to him. Didn’t do much good. ”

Joan giggled, the girl in her shaking her woman’s flesh.

I had taken a seat on the grass near Joan as she weeded, still keeping one eye on Ethel Bukowski who continued to peek out from her curtains across the street

“What?” Joan asked.

“I didn’t say anything,” I responded.

“But you were going to.”

I chuckled. “Danny used to sneak up to your bedroom at night to watch you undress.”

Joan gasped and jabbed me in the arm.

“No!”

I nodded.

“Why that little pervert!” she gasped with more affection than outrage. 

The curtains at the Bukowski house trembled. I felt like climbing to my feet, rushing over to that window and scaring the day lights out of that old woman.

Joan stopped weeding, leaning back on her haunches. 

“I can’t believe he did that. I suppose he invited all of his friends.”

I shook my head.

“None of his friends. Danny was very protective of your privacy. He accused me one time of spying on you.”

“He didn’t?”

I nodded.

“Were you peeking at me too, Mr. Wilson?”

“Of course not!” I gasped.

Joan smiled, her thoughts drifting back to the days when she was a girl. “But I could only have been about twelve or thirteen. There was nothing to see!”

I laughed.

“Danny’s been in love with you since you two started to school together. I don’t suppose there has ever been another female in his life.”

Joan sat on the grass, smiling, her thoughts on her husband.

“But still!” she burst out as if someone had awakened her from a dream. “I can’t believe that he watched me. Mr. Green and I will have to have a long discussion tonight.”

“Don’t!” I cried. “Danny will know that I told you and we’re already on bad terms.”

Joan smiled for a minute then resumed her weeding. I looked over at Mrs. Bukowski’s window.

“How does it all go by so fast?” Joan asked.

“What?” 

“When I was a little girl,” Joan explained. “I used to feel sorry for butterflies because their lives were so brief. And now I feel that with all the pain, suffering, and disappointment, my life has been too short.”
***

Eugene Levy practiced law in offices located above the shops in the Six Points Plaza. His secretary was a lovely Jamaican girl in her early twenties. With light brown skin and long hair curled in braids with bright red ribbons woven through them, she stood out in stark contrast to Levy’s chalky white pallor, yellow teeth, and receding chin and hairline. 

His office was small and messy. His oak desk took up half the room, acting as a barricade against his clients who sat opposite him in a stiff wooden chair, not unlike the bar stools used in the Islington House. His shelves, cheap pressboard with fake veneer were crammed with books and papers, spewing out over the edge like drool from a baby’s mouth. Behind his was a small window leading out to the roof of the neighboring grocery store. I wondered if it had ever been used for quick getaways. 

“And this is your first will?” Eugene asked as he leaned back in his leather chair.

I nodded.

Eugene smiled at me. There was a long pause. I realized at that moment that Eugene was stuck for something to say. There was in his eyes a great vacuum that reached back into the depths of his mind. 

He nodded. I nodded. He smiled. I smiled. 

“Well,” he said and leaned forward. “Let’s get at it, shall we?”

“Elizabeth!” he cried. 

A moment later Elizabeth stepped into the room. As soon as the young woman stepped into the room, his eyes were all over her. It occurred to me that she was not so much a secretary as a trophy, but I was soon to learn the she was more than competent and in a different time she might have been the lawyer and Eugene the receptionist. Eugene suggested in an off-handed arrogant tone that Elizabeth get a note pad and pencil. Elizabeth held up a pad and pencil. I almost expected her to say, ‘I’ve got them, stupid!’ but she kept her lips buttoned.

“Oh,” Eugene said and winked at me as if he was trying to impress me with his ability to train staff.

Elizabeth sat down in a chair beside me and crossed her legs. I noticed a small tattoo of a rose on the inside of her ankle. Eugene began to speak in legal babble. Elizabeth noticed me looking at her ankle and smiled. My heart skipped. 

At each turn of Eugene’s babbling, Elizabeth corrected him, made suggestions, assuring him that she understood what was to be done.

Eugene turned to me and smiled, leaning back in his big chair, proud of some grand accomplishment that I was not privy to.

“Who do you wish to be your beneficiary?”

I gave him Pete’s name. I knew that I would outlive Pete but I couldn’t think of anyone else to become my beneficiary and with the lovely Elizabeth beside me, I could hardly think at all.

Eugene asked. “Not your wife?”

I replied. “My wife was murdered.”

Eugene cleared his throat and smiled. Elizabeth continued to write.

I knew that Eugene was expecting details but I was not forthcoming.

“Did I read about it in the newspapers?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I smiled and looked over at Elizabeth whose curiosity had also been aroused.

“You don’t know?”

“I don’t know what you read,” I explained.

Elizabeth laughed. Eugene did not. Instead he looked over at his secretary for an explanation. Much to my delight, no explanation was forthcoming.

Finally Eugene continued. “And what are you leaving Pete, Mr. Wilson?”  “The Six Points,” I said.

Eugene leaned forward in his chair. Elizabeth looked up at me.

“The Six Points what?” he asked.

“All of this,” I said.

“But you don’t own the plaza,” Eugene smiled. 

“The Six Points,” I explained. “The whole area.”

Eugene looked over at Elizabeth. She shrugged her shoulders, put down her pencil and closed her pad.

“I’m a busy man,” Eugene said. “I like a practical joke as much as the next fellow but…”

“I’m the caretaker of the area,” I said.

Eugene straightened out his tie, rose, and gently escorted me to the door.

Elizabeth remained in her seat laughing softly to herself.

***

Joan Green was still laughing when I stepped across Botfield Avenue toward the Bukowski house. I was determined to teach the old woman a lesson. She reminded me of an old cow that used to graze across the O’Grady farm. Big wide hips and large utters that she dragged across the clover, and huge lips that mauled the grass like a vacuum cleaner, that old cow thought that she was the supreme being of that meadow. 

As I approached the Bukowski home, the house and all the neighboring houses disappeared into an apple orchard. The trees were filled with white blossoms. Butterflies and bees danced drunkenly amongst the flowers. Behind the orchard several cows grazed in an open field, bawling out a barbershop tune. A jersey looked up at me, the old cow that reminded me of Mrs. Bukowski, chewing on some of the tall grass that she had ripped out of the ground, smacked her head against a shoulder to ward off flies, and winked at me like Groucho Marx. 

Not far from where the cattle were grazing, I saw a young couple lying in the grass. The girl was on her back. The boy was propped up on his elbow, tickling the girl with a long piece of grass. I couldn’t make out who it was but felt compelled to turn away. As I did the orchard and field turned into backyards and houses and I watched Danny Green, Charlie O’Hara, and Ken Mackenzie climbing over a fence, making their way through the backyards. 

When the boys spotted me, Danny Green spoke up.

“Dr. Livingstone, I presume!”

I shaded my eyes from the setting sun. 

***

I remained at the bottom of the steps as the Sunday morning crowd passed by and made their way up to the front doors of Our Lady of Peace church where their pastor, Father Johnson, waited to shake their hands. I wasn’t comfortable with churches. For one thing, there were too damn many of them; Catholic, Anglican, United, Episcopal, Baptist, Seventh Day Adventist, all within a mile of each other. And all built about the same time in the early 1950’s. It was as if the population had gone on a manic spiritual shopping spree.

The pastor of Our Lady of Peace, Percy Johnson, and I didn’t get along. He struck me as a particularly unspiritual man, more interested in the politics and business of building and financing schools and churches and hospitals then in the souls of his flock. Of course I could have been completely wrong about him; he wasn’t certainly a successful builder. And if he didn’t wear his priest’s collar on his sleeve, did that mean he was any the less spiritual? What bothered me about Percy was that he was so damn stubborn and narrowly focused. God had to be defined within the strict parameters of Catholic doctrine. I’m not sure what he made of me. Another thing; he liked golf, a sport I had come to loathe. 

When everyone had filed in, Percy looked down the steps at me. 

“Are you coming in, Frank?” he asked.

“Do you need me, Percy?” I asked.

We were on a first name basis because each of us discovered how much it annoyed the other to be addressed in such a familiar fashion. There was a permanent grin on Percy’s face, like a small hole off center on a large manicured green. It was a grin manufactured after years of dealing with the horror and despair of war. Percy descended the stairs. His hand reached out and grabbed mine. He had a handshake like a vice. There was no softness about the man. I tired unsuccessfully to wrench my hand free.

“We’d certainly like to have you on board, Frank.” 

“You’d like to drag me in there with you, wouldn’t you Percy?” I cried like a virgin taunting her prospective rapist.

Percy’s grip slackened. He released my hand. There was a look in Percy’s eyes of a man who had survived hell with everything but fear. 

“Your flock needs you, Percy” I smiled. It was a lame attempt at sarcasm. Percy always used words like flock and shepherd in his sermons, which usually led to some plea for funds. 

“Why don’t you come in, Frank,” he laughed. “No one will bite you.”

“Put it in writing, Percy.”

Percy looked at me, the smile leaving his face.

“You’re angry, Frank. I don’t know why but if you come to the Lord’s house, He will release you from the fire inside.”

“Not a bad sales pitch,” I replied lamely. There was a sincerity about Percy that always disarmed me. He believed everything he said. I added,  “But I’m not in the buying mood.” I should have been ashamed of myself.

The priest shook his head and climbed the stairs into his church. “Patronizing son of a bitch,” we both muttered.

***

Mary Gruber touched my hand. A chill ran up my spine as if I had been touched by dead flesh.

“Do you think we did all those things they said?” she asked. 

“What things?” I asked. I hadn’t been paying attention. 

“The camps. The ovens.” 

Mary’s voice broke. It was a small crack in the rough and angry armor that she hid herself in.

“I know I’m not a likeable person…” she began.

“Now that…” I tried to interrupt but was blunted in my attempt to reassure Mary that she was exaggerating. 

“Don’t interrupt me!” she barked.

I smiled sheepishly. She was right; she was not a likeable person. She was the most disagreeable person I had ever met

“I have no friends. No one in my family was very fond of me. My mother used to look at me as if she couldn’t believe her womb had ever held me. I was a cold child, hardly ever smiled. Boys were afraid of me. I was crowned as the Statue. Men have been attracted to me but I can’t say any of them have ever liked me. And I don’t care. But none of that makes me a murderer. I am not descended from monsters.”

***

Danny Green and Charlie O’Hara stood on the sidelines of the football field at Michael Power High School and watched the players of the Toronto Argonauts practice. Their heads arched back so far to watch Dave Mann’s punts that they risked neck injuries. Billy Shipp, an offensive lineman, walked by them, his massive figure eclipsing the sun and cooling the air so much that the boys felt a chill run up their spine. But the player who seemed to mesmerize them was a tight end that ran long artful patterns and made several acrobatic catches.

I stepped up behind the two boys and overheard Charlie say to Danny. “Look at the guys left hand. He’s only got three fingers.”

***

Joan grabbed my arm and pulled me back across the street. 

“Are you trying to get yourself killed standing in the middle of the street? Sometimes you’re worse than a small child.”

My head was spinning.  I felt chills all over my body. At the same time sweat rolled down my forehead and into my eyes, stinging them. Joan led me back to her porch and sat me down on a lawn chair. My heart was pounding in my chest. I just wanted to sleep. What was I doing standing in the middle of the street. Joan told me to sit still. She would go get some tea. 

“I’ll be alright,” I reassured her but she had already gone into the house.

A dog walking along the street wandered up to the chair I was sitting in, sniffed at my crotch, and disappointed wandered off.

Joan returned with a pot of tea and some biscuits. The moments she had been gone seemed to last an eternity. I felt like I was holding on to consciousness with my fingernails.

“What were you thinking? You didn’t even look to see if any cars were coming?” she admonished me as she poured each of us a cup of tea then poured them back into the pot.

“Not steeped enough,” she pronounced.

I took a biscuit and bit off a piece. It was dry, remaining on my tongue. I was afraid to swallow it lest I choke. When Joan wasn’t looking I spit it out to the side.

“I was watching the boys at the football practice,” I muttered.

Joan poured our tea again. 

“What?”

I poured some milk into the tea and took a sip. My spirits began to revise. I remembered.

“I wanted to scare that old cow across the street. Always looking over here. She should work for the C.I.A.”

“You scared me,” Joan cried leaning back in her chair with her cup of tea. Joan began to grind her teeth. I knew she was angry. The teacher was coming out in her.

“Nothing to be scared of,” I smiled, dismissing her fears with a wave of my pinkie finger.

“You looked bewildered, Mr. Wilson. The look in your eyes when I grabbed your shoulder sent a chill down my spine. You didn’t look like you were there.”

“I was a bit dizzy,” I conceded.

“Have you eaten?”

“Eaten?”

“I think you should see a doctor, Mr. Wilson. You’re getting older and you have to be careful.”

“You think I’m going senile?”

‘‘Of course not,’’ Joan said patting my hand. ‘‘But I have noticed that you sometimes seem distracted. Like you were not in the same world as the rest of us. It could be your sugar level. Have you had a check up lately?”

I looked at Joan.

 “I’11 make an appointment with Dr. Holmes next week if that’ll make you happy.”

“It certainly will not,” Joan pouted.

“It’s the best I can do,” I said, sipping my tea and helping myself to another biscuit. I was starving. 

“Mr. Wilson, Dr. Holmes has been dead for ten years.”

8. The Red Album
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***

Little Ernie Gruber stood at the front of the class, his chest heaving, upper lip quivering, his hand stuck out, waiting for the strap to fall. What had he done wrong? Ernie didn’t know. It was the ignorance of his crime more than the crime itself that infuriated his teacher.  

His teacher, Frank Wickenhouser, was a tall muscular man in his early twenties. The year before he had been driving a caterpillar tractor clearing land for housing subdivisions, a job for which he was under qualified. After destroying two tractors it was suggested that he switch careers. He fell on teaching. It didn’t pay much but the hours were better. And how difficult could it be to teach twelve-year-old boys?

And now this young Ernie Gruber stood before him, trembling, scared out of his wits. The kid looked Indian but had a German name. What bothered Frank was that the kid refused to learn and his stubbornness was beginning to rub off on the other boys. It had to be stopped. Frank Wickenhouser had had enough. Discipline in the class had been deteriorating over the last few weeks and Frank couldn’t afford to lose this job. The teaching certificate he held had been obtained the summer before and he was still on probation. Someone would have to show this gang of hoodlums who was boss. He just wished that the example could have been someone else other than the Gruber kid. Ernie didn’t do any schoolwork but at least he was quiet. He would have loved to catch the O’Hara kid in some misdemeanor. 

There was a twisted smile on the Frank Wickenhouser’s face as he raised the strap high above his head. I’m going to enjoy this, he thought to himself. Ernie pulled his hand away. The strap came down on the teacher’s knee. 

“Son of …” he screamed out and reached for the boy.

Ernie ran.

He darted to the back of the room. 

Frank Wickenhouser ordered him to stop. Ernie looked around. He was boxed in. A couple of lads rose from their seats to help coral the young delinquent. Ernie saw the open window on the other side of the room. He ran towards it. Frank Wickenhouser cried out. Ernie dove. Charlie O’Hara tackled Ernie just as his arms were reaching out the window for the sky. The classroom was on the second floor. 

I stood there in the schoolyard below. I saw the look of terror on Ernie’s face before they dragged him back into the classroom. And then I heard the screams.

***

Joan Green deep in thought stared across the school grounds.

She said. ‘‘Some of the parents have been complaining about you Mr. Wilson. They want to know who you are and why you hang around the schoolyard. Children say you talk to them about death.’’

“I talk about a lot of things.’’

“But it frightens them,” Joan insisted.

“It frightens the parents not the children. The children want to know what it’s like to be old and near death.”

“And you tell them?”

“I tell them that we are all old, that any of us could die at any time. Even a child can die. Death is not the end of things.” 

Joan shook her head. 

“I wish you wouldn’t talk to the children. I’m asking you not to talk to the children.’’

I said. “I used to talk to you, Joan, when you were a child. Did I do you any harm?”

‘‘You mustn’t hang around the school. I don’t want t have to report you to the police, Mr. Wilson.’’

“How is it possible that I make them nervous?” I asked. 

“Don’t act the fool, Mr. Wilson,” Joan sighed. “Parents are nervous about males, especially old men with big smiles and deep pockets.”

“Santa Claus has deep pockets.”

“You call their children by their first names.”

“Shall I call them Mister and Misses?”

“They’re frightened of your familiarity!”

Joan took a deep breath.

“Why are they so afraid?” I asked. “Have I ever done anything to any of these children? “

Joan bit down on her lip. She was ashamed. 

“I’m not suggesting, Frank, that you would harm any of these children. But parents today have concerns. It’s not like it used to be.”

“Of course it’s like it used to be.”

“You have only to read the newspapers,” Joan continued.

“What kind of stories do you think Irish mothers told their children about the Vikings?” I asked.

Joan was silent. She glared at me with the schoolmarms glare, the rebuttal teachers’ use against impudent students. 

“There used to be more bicycles,” I said.

Joan looked around the schoolyard.

“They used to line the fences,” I continued. 

“Yes,” Joan smiled. “When we were kids you could hardly find a place to lean your bike along the fence. Now, only a handful of children bring bikes. Their parents are afraid of cars, of accidents, of the bikes being stolen. Everyone is afraid.”

There was a long silence between us. Joan seemed suddenly perplexed by my presence.

“We’re friends, aren’t we?” I asked.

“Yes,” Joan nodded. 

“Do you treat all your friends like they were criminals?”

Joan’s smile hardened.

“I am speaking to you as a vice-principal, not as a friend. You must leave the children alone.”

“Do you remember Ernie Gruber?” I asked.

Joan didn’t. I told Ernie’s story.

“If I had been here for Ernie, things might have turned out different for him. I don’t want that to happen again.”

“You are not responsible for these children, Mr. Wilson.”

“But I am.”

***

Ferdinand Larose was a troubled man. He had never wanted to marry and now his wife was delivering their second child.

“I am ashamed, Mr. Wilson. I never intended for things to turn out this way.”

I don’t know what I expected but a confession was not on the short list. My eyes wandered around the room looking for a match. Three walls of the room were filled with books recklessly stuffed in the shelves, some horizontally, some with their pages bent, a haphazard mess like Fred’s state of mind. The room had the stench of fanaticism about it. There was a book by Fulton J. Sheen and Thomas Aquinas, another book by a fellow named Bullock, and several small pamphlets by Lenin. There was no match to be found.

 “Fred,” Ferdinand insisted that he be called Fred, “your wife is having a second child. Your course has been set. It is too late now to change course.”

Fred slammed the palm of his hand against the wall of his study. The echo sent shivers down the walls. It startled me. The look on my face was enough to let Fred know that he had better not lay any of his physical frustrations on me. And why for God’s sake didn’t he take his fingers out of his mouth. His nails were pared down to the cuticles. A twentieth century form of flagellation, perhaps. 

“What am I to do? I have a fire inside my belly, Mr. Wilson. The spirit of our Savior, rages in my soul. My destiny is at the foot of the Cross not in the kitchens of banquet halls.”

Mr. Larose was a successful businessman, having built a large and thriving banquet hall on Dundas Street next to Plantation Bowling. Weddings, funerals, hockey banquets were all held at his establishment. The food was pedestrian but there was room for forty tables, a stage for a band, and his only competition west of the Humber River was a restaurant, the Ponderosa, in the Cloverdale Mall that specialized in hot turkey sandwiches.

“If you don’t want anymore children, Fred, why do you keep...”

“Am I not a man?” Fred turned from the wall toward me. “Do I not have needs?”

“There are ways of preventing pregnancy...”

“I am a Catholic. I don’t take the Church’s teachings lightly. We were placed on this isle of despair to produce progeny.”

I looked at Fred for a moment and sniffed.

“What is that terrible smell?”

Fred looked sadly at me. 

“It’s my wife’s tangy spaghetti sauce. You will stay for dinner?”

I shook my head.

“I appreciate the offer but…”

“You must!” Fred pleaded. “My wife is expecting you to stay. She has worked all afternoon on the sauce. The pasta is made from scratch. I will bring up a nice Beaujolais from the cellar.”

“Really, I can’t…”

“Somebody told you about Maria’s cooking?” Fred barked, his voice angry. “Who told you?”

“No one told me. I can’t stay!” I insisted. 

Fred flung himself into a chair and began to sob.

“Maria will never forgive me. She is like a martyr in the kitchen. I’m afraid that she will do some damage to herself if she faces another defeat. Oh, the disgrace! Maria couldn’t cook if her life depended upon it. Everything is out of a can and burnt. And me, a caterer!”

Combing his hair with his fingers, Fred wept openly. 

I turned away before I hit him with something. Watching a grown man weep disgusted me. I stepped over to the window and tried to raise it. The window was stuck. Nails had been driven into the window frame to prevent it from being opened. There was dried blood on the jam.

Fred looked up. 

“I should have been a priest!”

“You have children!”

Fred slouched across the room and put a hand on my shoulder.

“I could be of such service,” he wept.

I peeled Fred’s fingers off my shoulder and asked him, “Why did you nail the windows shut?”

Fred looked confused. I repeated my question.

“Maria did that,” Fred said. Apparently he had no idea why his wife had nailed the windows shut. 

From downstairs I could hear a woman’s voice singing Christian hymns. Maria couldn’t sing either.

***

One evening the lights went out for hours. Well into the next day the city was without electricity. The darkness of shadows cast by a full moon became wells into which one feared falling. And there was silence. No televisions or radios or air conditioners. Once again it was the empire of the crickets. And the wings of bats. And car motors from blocks away. And voices echoing through the streets. Many people preferred to be outside. It was brighter under the moon then inside buildings under candlelight. Afterwards there were stories of a baby boom from stranded couples in elevators, lonely hearts in bars, and without television, bored husbands finding their frightened wives cowering under bed sheets.

And what was the cause of the calamity? A squirrel had gotten into a major transformer and shorted it out. A domino effect went into effect with the other transformers not able to handle the additional demands made upon them. Technology had been defeated by one Kama Kazi squirrel. What a blow our little hero struck for nature. It was marvelous. The evening reminded me of the days before any humans had lived in the area, when the nights were filled with holes, and the creatures that crawled out of those holes had hideous little giggles. And the trees stretched in the wind, and the tall grass waved back and forth like a chorus line flashing at the moon.

***

When I told Joan Green of my experience with Fred Larose, she stared at me. The glass of ice tea she held before her seemed to be suspended in mid-air for several moments before it was placed back down on tile table between us.

I smiled. “So, what do you think?”

“This is the same father of those lovely little girls in Our Lady of Peace?”

I nodded.

Joan shook her head. She was smiling but it was not because she found my story or me amusing.

“Why do you tell me these stories, Mr. Wilson?”

Before I could reply she continued to speak. 

“They are quite ridiculous. And I almost believed you. I should shake myself. They are not really stories at all, but hallucinations. Do you honestly expect me to believe that any of this is true?”

“But you said you knew the girls?” I pleaded.

“I don’t know any Larose’s. It was a test. And the house you talk about at the corner of Botfield and Bloor is a strip of stores.”

“You don’t know the Larose’s?” I said lowering my head.

“Not since I was a kid. I think there was some girl named Marie or Theresa but really Mr. Wilson!”

I said nothing. Dropping my head I must have looked truly penitent because I could feel Joan’s attitude softening. 

“Okay, let’s suppose for the sake of argument that there is such a family,” she offered as an olive branch. “This Mr. Larose is obviously delusional.”

I looked up. 

“The insane don’t need solutions,” Joan continued. “They need medication.”

Joan was right. Mr. Larose was crazy but that didn’t solve my problem. It only described it. I knew that if I didn’t do something Fred Larose would leave his family and attempt to become a priest. People did crazy things everyday. Men left their wives for much more mundane reasons. 

“And what about this other tale you told me?” Joan asked.

“Other tale?”

“Mary Gruber?”

“Absolutely true,” I responded.

Joan picked up her glass of ice tea once again and once again put it back down before it touched her lips.

“True! We’re talking about the Mary Gruber who lives in that house over on Jopling. The same Mary Gruber I saw shopping this afternoon at the Six Points Plaza buying wallpaper.”

“Yes,” I responded. “She committed suicide.”

Joan’s mouth dropped.

“Or at least she will,” I added.

Joan’s mouth hung open. I knew I had gone too far this time. 

“Am I missing something here? Have you suddenly turned into a fortune teller?”

***

I used to watch Fred Larose rush out every morning from his house (the house that would later be replaced by a small strip of stores), cigarette in his mouth, cup of coffee in his hand, jump into his Volkswagon beetle, and speed over to his banquet hall on Dundas Street. His business was thriving, his wife was bursting with a third child, Fred worked tirelessly, and he was miserable.

“I want to be a priest,” he said one day to George the barber. As George’s teeth worked religiously on a piece of gum, George’s scissors sped around Fred’s ears like a racecar at the Indianapolis 500. Sometimes George hummed a tune as he cut. If he’d been Italian, I’m sure George would have burst into song. It seemed to me as I sat in one of the cushioned chairs reading the Toronto Daily Star that George was the happiest barber I’d ever met. 

“How do you go about that?’” George asked, working on his spearmint.

“Being a priest, I mean. You got to be Catholic or something?”

It was an odd question to ask since George himself was a Catholic. But it was part of his charm as a barber that he pretended to be ignorant in all things.

The other barber, Tony who was sitting in the other barber chair reading the Telegram, put his paper down and shook his head.

“You can’t be a priest,” Tony said, winking at me. Tony always winked at someone before he talked. I don’t know where he picked up the habit. One time I winked back at him and he lost track of what he was going to say. 

“I can’t accept that,” Fred declared, carefully. George’s scissors were snapping all around his nose as George trimmed the long hairs that ran out of the caves of Fred’s nasal passages.

George snapped his gum and laughed at his colleague. 

“You see Tony, Fred here won’t accept that.”

“He’s married” Tony responded, winking at me. “Priests can’t be married. Not unless the rules have changed. Of course they did turn the altars around so maybe they did change the rules.”

George shook his head.

“If they changed the rules about married priests, it would have been in the papers,” George pointed out. 

George’s gum snapped. Tony ducked. Tony was always worried about gunshots. In the village in Italy where Tony had been raised there had been a vendetta between rival families. It was why he left the old country.

“I’m going to get my marriage annulled,” Fred responded, making sure that he restricted any motion in his head. George’s scissors were still strafing his ears.

George shrugged his shoulders and winked at me and then snapped his gum again.

Tony ducked again and threw a dirt glance at George.

“Annulled, what’s that?” George asked.

“Your marriage is no longer valid,” Fred explained.

George grinned. “Isn’t that divorce?”

“There’s no divorce in the church,” Fred explained.

“Oh,” George nodded.

“You got kids,” Tony responded. “You can’t get no annulment if you’ve got kids.”

George snapped his gum, moved Fred’s head and began to part his hair like he was lining up the sights of a rifle.

“Tony says you can’t become a priest with kids,” George repeated as if Fred had not heard Tony’s retort.

Swallowing deeply, but not moving, Fred responded.

“I’ll appeal my case to the Holy Father. The Pope can do anything.”

Fred turned his head toward Tony.

“He’s right there,” George grinned. “The Pope is infallible.” 

“The Pope is infallible,” Fred repeated.

“You mean he can’t do any wrong?” I said lowering my paper.

Fred nodded.

“That must be quite a responsibility,” I said.

George’s scissors hung in a state of suspension until Fred returned his head to its rightful place.

“Well, you’re right there,’ Tony agreed. “But annulment, that’s for rich people. Very rich people. Not for folks like us. Marriage is for better or worse. I think you have to prove your wife is crazy. If your wife is going to be crazy, Fred, then so is mine.”

George popped his gum. Tony ducked. I turned the page of my paper. Fred growled.

***

Irene looked up at me and grinned. Irene was leaning over the counter, reading one of her woman’s magazines. She ran her finger down the side of her nose, than curled the hair that fell over her eyes, around her finger. There was a faraway look in her eyes, a quiet sensual smile on her mouth. 

I turned and watch Fred Larose departing from the store. 

“A troubled man,” I said.

Irene did not look up at me. She rested her chin on the palm of her hand hovering like a hummingbird before it enters the flower.

“On the edge,” I sighed. “Fred has many sleepless nights ahead of him.”

“You think so?” Irene snapped her gum as she raised her head and looked at me.

“You were talking to him,” I said. “What did he say to you before he left?”

“He bought some cigars. He’s a regular. Kind of cute, don’t you think?”

I shook my head and smiled. Irene continued to read her magazine.

“I’ll never understand women,” I said shaking my head. “Why do you think Fred is cute?”

Irene closed her magazine and then twirling her hair once again, she spoke. 

“Oh, there’s something about him. A woman could make a real fool of herself over a man like that. Not that you’d ever become important to him. A man like that is too obsessed with himself. But a woman like’s to make a fool of herself every so often. And with a certain kind of man, it has its rewards.”

“He wants to become a priest,” I laughed imagining that that factor would cool Irene’s enthusiasm. Irene looked at me and smiled to herself again. I had just elevated Irene’s interest in Fred.

“You wouldn’t?” I said.

“Oh, you never know,” Irene smiled, leafing through her magazine again. She was teasing me.

“But why?”

“You don’t understand women very much, do you Mr. Wilson?”

“Educate me,” I smiled leaning on the counter so that Irene’s face was only inches from my own. To my surprise she raised her finger and ran it down the length of my nose. I almost sneezed.

Irene laughed.

“Women love contradictions. Which is why most men, being simple creatures at heart, bore women. A woman wants to be both adored and abused. She wants to be both the saint and the slut. The trouble with most men is that they don’t understand that a woman is neither. A man wants to categorize a woman as one or the other. But for a woman they are only roles she plays. A happy woman changes roles like she changes dresses. A man wants to be someone. A woman wants to be everything. You see why there are so many difficulties between men and women. We live in different universes. What we need is a third sex who could satisfy both of us.”

Irene popped her gum. I imagined Tony in the next room, ducking.

“I don’t see what this has to do with Fred,” I said.

Irene smiled.

“I like intense men. Some women like a men in uniform, I like a men intense.”

A shotgun of laughter sprayed out of Irene’s mouth in all directions. 

“You like men in tents,” I smiled. 

“You’ve got to lighten up, Mr. Wilson,” Irene said as her laughter subsided into satisfaction.

“Have you met Mr. Larose before?”

“He’s a regular,” Irene said.

“But you’ve never met him…?”

“We’ve had a coffee,” Irene nodded. 

“But that’s it, I mean…”

Irene laughed seductively.

“I work part time in his banquet hail. Clearing tables, that sort of thing.”

“Ah,” I nodded. “I didn’t mean to pry. He’s your employer. At his banquet hall. I didn’t know that.”

“Fred likes to have someone to talk to after work.”

“I see.” Actually I didn’t see.

“Charlie’s not crazy about the idea of me having another job. He says the store should keep me busy. But it is extra money.”

I nodded. 

Irene smiled at me, waiting for my next question. 

“What do you really want to know, Mr. Wilson?”

I blushed.

“I ain’t sleeping with him,” Irene blurted out then added as her eyes returned to her magazine, “now.”

***

“What are you doing?” I asked. 

Joan was laughing to herself as she lay on the grass, propped up on her elbow.

“I was thinking that if you weren’t old enough to be my grandfather, Mr. Wilson, people might think that we were having an affair. We certainly spend enough time together.”

Sunlight slipped through the leaves of the Elm trees splattering across Joan’s reclining figure making her look like an Impressionist nude paint by numbers work. She looked devastating. But she wasn’t nude. I had no way of knowing whether that worked in her favor or not.  

“And I always seem to be on my knees,” Joan shook with glees as the words splattered out of her mouth. “I never thought that weeding could become fodder for scandal.”

I put down my lemonade. Its tart taste pulled in my cheeks giving me an air of haughtiness, which sent Joan into stitches.

Joan’s mouth was covered by one hand as the other pointed at me.

“I seem to have missed the joke,” I sighed.

“Please!” Joan howled, holding her stomach, her teeth chattering like a jackhammer on reinforced concrete.

“You think I’m too old for an affair?” I asked in a Buster Keaton monotone.

Tears ran down Joan’s face.

“Mr. Wilson, please stop!”

Joan bit down on her thumb. 

“Fred Larose,” I continued, “has an affair with the beautiful Irene and suddenly you start having fantasies about the two of us. I didn’t realize that such matters were contagious. Its quite natural of course, your being a beautiful young woman and me being a man of the world.”

“Mr. Wilson, if you don’t …” Joan was now bent over in what must have looked to a distant observer as considerable discomfort.

“Of course, nothing permanent can come of it, Joan. You must understand that. I cannot bind myself to one woman while still in the prime of my sexual prowess. It would be too great a burden for the rest of your sex to bear.”

“Don’t, Mr. Wilson! I’m going to pee my pants!”

 I looked at Joan who was heroically attempting to restrain her.

I raised one eyebrow.

“That’s certainly a romantic thought,” I said.

Joan jumped from her chair, and rushed into the house heading, I presumed, for the bathroom. All the way in the house I could hear her cries in what I presumed were for mercy.

I took another sip of lemonade. Still too tart. Glancing across the street, I spotted Mrs. Bukowski’s nose between the drawn curtains. I wondered what she made of all this.

***

Jack O’Grady had too much to drink. It brought the tyrant out in his personality. I had been walking through Hidden Valley toward Echo Valley when I heard him arguing with one of his workers. Jack’s men had been cutting down trees in the valley for a new barn. Jack didn’t like their choice of lumber. 

I watched from a distant. I hadn’t as yet been seen and I didn’t want to approach any closer until someone spotted me. One could never be sure where the next tree was falling.

The fellow he was screaming at, who was several paces away, tried to interrupt him, but Jack would have none of it. He would have his say first. 

I saw the tree falling through the brush. It hit both men, knocking them to the ground. Several of the other workers rushed over. By the time I reached the scene both men had been pulled from beneath the tree. At first there didn’t seem to be much wrong with Jack. He got back up on his feet and ordered the men back to work. The other fellow who had been knocked down decided to call it a day and headed on home.

“I’ll not pay you a penny more than you’ve earned!” Jack yelled.

“You should see a doctor,” I suggested to Jack.

Jack shook me off.

“I’m alright!” Jack said, noting that all his limbs were in working order. Then added as an afterthought, “Feeling a little dizzy, that’s all.”

It was not a social call I was making on Jack that day. I’d become concerned about the lose talk of insurrection I’d overheard at Montgomery’s Inn. Jack had expressed his fear in earlier conversations that the British were looking for any excuse to come down hard on the local citizenry. If we didn’t govern ourselves, Jack was fond of repeating, those English bastards would do the governing.

“Cameron and Macpherson are ready to take up arms,” I added.

“Macpherson is a hot head,” Jack barked. “And Cameron is a follower. If it weren’t for that dog of his, the cattle would never reach his barn. The two of them could be strung up on the closest oak for all I cared.”

“But there are others,” I said.

“Well,” Jack said, his voice falling off, as he sat down on the trunk of the tree that had moments earlier felled him.

Jack was silent for a brief moment. 

“Perhaps, Mr. Wilson, we could continue this discussion later,” he said with uncharacteristic courtesy.

And then Jack closed his eyes and fell over dead.

***

I sat down on a bench outside the entrance to the Dominion Store. Mary Barnes had been sitting there for some time, her grocery bags leaning against the outside wall of the store.

“How ya doing, kiddo?” she laughed as soon as I sat down. Laughter was second nature to Mary. I laughed along with her. Mary’s lust for life was contagious.

“Do you need help carrying those groceries home?” I asked.

Mary replied, giving my hand a pat. “That is so sweet of you, kiddo. Who says chivalry has died? But I’ve already called a cab.”

I asked. “How long have you been waiting?”

Mary squeezed my arm. “Who’s counting? It’s nice to sit here, basking in the sunlight and watching everyone. I feel like I’m in a café on the Champs Elysee and I’m not being charged. Look at those McGuire boys over there helping their mother with her groceries. What fine young men they are. A bit too scrawny for my tastes. I like a man with a bit of beef o him. Something you can hold onto.”

I never knew how to respond. When Mary saw that I was not going to speak she pressed on.

“I like watching people, kiddo. It’s my hobby. Like stamp collecting. Each individual is so different and yet. I have a theory, kiddo. People don’t belong to races, or nationalities, or colors, not even sexes. They belong to types.”

Mary went on for some time expounding on her theory of types, pointing out various shoppers, describing their characteristics and why they belonged to a certain type. And with each description there were reams of humorous insights.”

“And what type, am I?” I asked at one point.

Mary slid her arm inside mine and squeezed it affectionately. 

“You’re my type, kiddo,” she smiled.

Once again I was caught off guard. When I said nothing, Mary pressed on.

“Did I tell you that someone tried to break into my place?”

I shook my head.

“Caught him red handed.”

“You caught him?”

“That’s right kiddo. Didn’t think I had it in me. Just about to lay him out with my umbrella when he started to cry. Just a kid. I didn’t have the heart.”

“Did you call the police?”

“The police!” Mary cried. “What do you take me for kiddo? I wouldn’t rat on a kid.”

“But he broke into your… What did you do?”

Mary smiled. 

“I gave him twenty dollars. Told him next time to just ask if he wanted something.”

My mouth dropped.

“You gave him…” I began but knew that there was no point in chastising Mary for her generosity. You might as well curse the sun for shining.  I asked her how she had managed to subdue her burglar.

Mary laughed. “Poor kid, he got stuck in the kitchen window. That dam thing never stays up. As soon as you open it, it comes slamming down. Like a guillotine. The boy’s lucky it didn’t take his head off.”

“Nevertheless, you should have called the police.”

“What for? Why ruin a young boy’s life! What’s twenty dollars anyhow? I’m loaded.”

A cab pulled up to the store. I helped Mary get her groceries in the trunk. The cab driver watched us.

“How’s about coming over for dinner, kiddo? Meatloaf tonight.  We could open a bottle of wine, sit by the fire. Make fools of ourselves.”

I declined.

“Do you remember what the kid looked like?” I asked. “I might know him.”

Mary shook her head as she stepped into the front seat of the cab.

“All these boys look the same to me,” she giggled, sticking her head out the cab window. “Said his name was Bobby Nelson, but I didn’t believe him.”

***

Bobby Nelson and Charlie O’Hara leaned against the wall of the Canadiana Restaurant smoking. One of the Anderson twins, in a bright orange dress, the play of the dress swaying back and forth with the slow movement of her hips, stood facing the two boys. As I passed behind her, she glanced tauntingly over her shoulders at me. I noticed the eyes of the two boys fixed on the curve of her neck.  A cigarette posed between two of her fingers as she leaned to one side imitating one of the popular Hollywood starlets of the day. 

As I walked past, the girl spoke loud enough for me to hear.

“I just gotta get laid tonight,” she said. 

Then the three of them broke into conspiratorial laughter.

I knew that the performance had been put on for me, but I ignored their youthful banter and moved on. As I passed Harold’s clothing store, it was transformed into a Biway store and then a pharmacy. I stopped and looked around. The sun was still in the same place in the sky, the seasons hadn’t changed. The parking lot appeared to be filled with the same automobiles. I looked back. Bobby Nelson and the girl were gone. Charlie O’Hara was there, sitting at a table in front of a bagel shop, having a coffee with his wife and teenage daughter.

“Too fast,” I muttered to myself, feeling slightly nauseous. “It’s happening too quickly.”

I stepped into the Macdonald’s at the end of the Six Points Plaza to regain my composure. I thought if I had a soft ice cream and sat down my head might stop swimming around. As I entered, the restaurant changed into a photography studio. A bell went off. A plump rather sober looking woman in a frumpy dress stepped up behind the counter and smiled.

“Can I help you sir?”

I glanced around the shop. The shelves were packed with cameras, lens, photo albums and other paraphernalia associated with a photography studio. 

“Could I have an ice cream?”

Before the woman could respond, the shop was once again transformed into a Macdonald’s. A young black girl with a beautiful smile and a perky personality handed me my cone.

“Eight five cents, please,” she said with a slight squeak in her voices, wrinkling her nose, shrugging her shoulders and altogether acting cute as a button.

As I stepped out of the store, I met Bobby Nelson, Charlie O’Hara, and the Anderson girl again. They looked at my ice cream.

“Where’d you get that, old timer?” Charlie asked, his eye’s swelling.

I nodded towards the store. All three looked at the camera store and then me.

“I’m going to get one,” Bobby cried and stepped into the store. A bell went off. Charlie looked at the Anderson girl who was giggling for no apparent reason, cuteness was becoming contagious, and the two of them followed Bobby.

I moved off quickly. I did not want to be around when Bobby discovered that the camera shop was not selling ice cream.

When I stepped around the corner, I met Danny Green. He was leaning against the wall, smoking a cigarette and talking to young Joan Brown. As soon as Danny saw me, he grabbed Joan by the elbow and escorted her away. She looked back at me. There were tears running down her cheek.

***

It was against my better judgment but Pete insisted. We got in his new used car, a fifty-four Cadillac, and drove up to the new airport that was being built to replace Malton Airport. It was a huge expanse of land. There were still some grading equipment about and grass was still being laid. At the far end from where we were, the new terminal stood, a circular edifice that looked like a huge donut in the middle of an asphalt dinner plate. Somehow Pete managed to get us out onto a stretch of newly paved runway.

“I’d like to see what this old Cadi can do,” he cried, racing the motor. I tried to protest. Speed didn’t agree me. While most of my body would be quite accommodating, my stomach insisted on staying behind. But before I could say a word Pete put the gas pedal to the floor. The tires spun in place for a brief moment, long enough for a brief prayer, before the great beast of American technology shot off down the runway.

“I don’t think this is a good idea,” I cried between clenched teeth, my hand squeezing the door handle, my knees propped up against the dashboard. I glanced at the speedometer, forty, fifty, sixty. 

I looked at Pete. 

He was smiling, then giggling, then laughing, his spittle spraying out across the window. And then without notice Pete took his hands off the steering wheel, and turned toward me.

“Look ma, no hands!” he laughed.

I screamed.

***

“Cool your jets Mr. Wilson,” Bobby Nelson said in a low threatening drawl. 

With one finger pressed against my chest, he pushed me against the wall of the photography store. 

“We ain’t going to harm you.”

The Anderson girl came up and stroked the lapel of my jacket.

“Nice threads,” she smiled coquettishly.

“Yah, nice threads,” Charlie repeated mockingly. “Where’d you get them? At the Sally Ann?”

Charlie laughed in great swallows like a jackass, which sent the Anderson girl into hysterics. 

Bobby put his arm around my neck. The smell of adolescent sweat and after-shave was suffocating.  

“We thought you might like to lend your friends some money.”

“Money?”

“Yah,” Bobby Nelson nodded mocking my apprehension. “We’re out of fags, and since we’re such good friends.”

He squeezed my neck. I considered yelling for help but those who were passing by and saw that I was in some difficulties were not responding so a call for help seemed rather pointless.

“I can give you a couple of cigarettes,” I said, reaching into my jacket pocket.

“We don’t like your brand,” Charlie brayed.

“Yah,” Bobby Nelson chuckled. “We don’t like your brand. And by the way, they don’t sell ice cream in the camera shop. That was quite a joke, Mr. Wilson. We had quite a laugh over that.” 

“I...” the words stumbled out of my mouth. “I don’t have any change.”

“What’s this in your pocket? A roll of quarters?” The Anderson girl had pressed up against me and slipped her hand into my trouser pocket.

“Young lady!” I gasped.

***

Pete laughed as the Cadillac swerved back and forth across the runway. Pete was laughing, steering the car with his stomach. 

I begged Pete to stop.

“I’m going to be sick!”

Fearful that I was serious and that I might vomit over his upholstery, Pete slammed on the brakes. The Cadillac curled sideways as it slid along the asphalt. I was sure that death was only moments away. 

As soon as we came to a complete stop, I swung open the passenger door and vomited.

***

“My new dress!” the Anderson girl screamed 

“You old fucker!” she cried, her arms outstretched, fingers dripping with vomit, her nipples showing through the spaghetti that slid down the front of her dress.

Then she turned to Bobby Nelson who looked at her dress with disgust.

“You look like shit!”

Harry turned to me.

“Hey, how’d you do that?” he asked in wonder as if barfing was some sort of tactical weapon that old people had developed against teenage hooligans.

“Aren’t you going to do something?” the Anderson girl swore at the two boys, her honor somehow being compromised by my dinner. 

Bobby moved toward her to wipe the dress with the back of his

arm.

“Don’t touch me!” she screamed hysterically, her own arms outstretched so as not to be smeared further.

Bobby looked confused.

“Man, you stink!” Charlie brayed with laughter as his face knotted in disgust. “You should see yourself!”  

“Him!” she shrieked at the two boys while pointing in my direction. 

“Kick the shit out of the old man, stupid!” 

Charlie looked at me, and then at Bobby, and then at the girl.

“I ain’t going near the old guy. He’ll barf on us too.”

The girl ran off. 

Bobby looked at me.

“You barfed on my girl, Mr. Wilson!”

“She ain’t your girl,” Charlie corrected him. 

Bobby turned on Charlie. 

Charlie backed off. 

“Okay. Tonight, she’s your girl. I wouldn’t want to go near her anyway.”

Bobby turned on me.

“Next time, Mr. Wilson!” he cried. Then he and Charlie ran off, hoping to catch up to the girl.

I took a handkerchief out of my pocket and wiped my chin.

“At least you didn’t get any on my upholstery,” Pete sighed.

I turned around. 

Danny Green stepped up to me. Joan Brown stood a few paces behind him.

“I don’t want you talking to my girl,” he cried. “I didn’t have anything to do with that guy hanging himself.”

***

There was a screech of a wooden chair against the linoleum floor of the tavern. I looked over. Bobby Nelson had risen from his table and was making his way across the room. Bill grabbed my hand, turning me toward him. He leaned over the table so that he was only a few inches away from me. I could smell stale beer and cigarettes off his breath. There were red splotches on his face and broken veins in his skin around sunken tired eyes.

“If you kill that boy, it’s murder!” he cried, his voice breaking like an old ’78 record.

“Keep your voice down, Bill!” I pleaded, looking behind me.

Bill wrenched my arm forcing me to face him again.

“Remember what I said. It’s murder!”

Bill settled back in his chair. Over the years the alcohol had tormented Bill’s body, bending and shaping it. He appeared in the tavern like one of the pirates out of Treasure Island. But there was nothing romantic about Bill.  

“Why do you care, Bill?” I asked.

Bill growled and muttered beneath, “I don’t give a flying fuck about the kid. It’s murder, that’s all I got to say.”

Bill swallowed half a glass of beer then grinned despairingly.

“Here comes death.”

A shadow fell over the table. I looked up. Bobby Nelson swayed back and forth. He was drunk. 

“I’m trying to listen to the friggen ball game, old man!” he barked.

“I’m sorry,” I muttered, smiling sheepishly.

Bobby leaned on the table lowering his face before mine. The smell of cigarettes and beer on his breath made me feel nauseous. I wanted to turn my face away but dared not. 

“I don’t care if you’re sorry. I want you to stop friggen talking.”

 The waiter stepped up behind Bobby and touched his arm. He asked him to sit down. 

Bobby turned and glared at the much smaller waiter.

“Why don’t you go mind your bar!” he barked.

The waiter was about to say something but thought better of it and retreated. Frank the bartender met him and the two spoke briefly.

Bill O’Grady climbed to his feet, turned his back on Bobby and made his way to the exit.

“Where the hell are you going?” Bobby cried.

Bill turned and spit on the floor.

“Kiss my ass!” Bill said then flung the door open and stepped outside.

“Son of a…” Bobby muttered and followed Bill outside. 

Bobby’s two companions stepped up to the door and allowed no one to follow.

Frank, the bartender, stepped over to the door. When he was not allowed to open the door, he threatened to call the police.

“We are the police,” one of Bobby’s friends smiled.

“Then you won’t mind company,” Frank growled. Frank was not a big man but unlike his waiter, Frank would not back down from anyone in his establishment.

Bobby’s friends stepped aside. Frank opened the door and stepped outside. He returned a moment later and called the waiter. A few minutes later the two men returned carrying Bill between them. Bill was bleeding from the mouth. He had a cut on his forehead and was doubled over.

Bill was set down at his regular chair with several of the patrons of the tavern huddled around.

There was no sign of Bobby or his friends. 

“Chicken cops!” a patron named Jeff pronounced bravely.

“Why didn’t you say that when they were here?” his drinking companion, Woody, laughed.

Bill muttered, “Bastard hit me from behind.”

“Somebody ought to teach that boy a lesson,” the waiter cursed.

“Jeff will teach him,” Woody chuckled.  

When the bartender suggested they call an ambulance, Bill waved him off.  

“Get me another beer!” he said.

9. The Black Album
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***

It was a shock to everyone when they learned that Bobby had become a cop.

“Aren’t they supposed to have some kind of testing? You know, with a shrink?” Gord Thompson asked. “I didn’t even know that the kid got out of high school.”

“I heard that he flunked shop,” the bartender, Frank, said. “How do you flunk shop?”

The other patrons scattered around various tables in the Islington House nodded.

“I wouldn’t let him peek under my hood,” Jack Cassidy bellowed courageously.

“The kid is a looney tune!” Rick Grace piped up from the corner of the room. 

The room fell silent. Everyone turned to look at Rick Grace. Rick smiled.

“How long has he been here?” John Thornton, the big brother of the famous Joe Thornton, the hockey player, asked the bartender.

“Who the hell is he?” Gord Thompson asked.

“Watch your language, Gord!” the bartender barked out.

“Sorry Frank. Won’t happen again,” Gord nodded.

“Does that mean,” Bob Taylor asked, “that now that the kid is a cop we got to lose to the bugger in shuffleboard?”

“I’ve been drinking in this place for six months,” Rick Grace cried out from the corner of the room. “I got rights.”

Gord Thompson turned to Len Murphy to ask if he knew Rick Grace. Len shrugged his shoulders.

“Maybe he won’t drink here anymore being that the police station is practically next door,” Jack Cassidy offered.

Gord Thompson turned toward Jack Cassidy and stared at him for several moments.

“Jesus Christ, Jack!” Thompson cried out, made his apologies to the bartender and then continued. “With the precinct station next door. Bobby’ll be in here on his coffee breaks. And the little bugger’ll be rubbing our noses in it. You can count on that. And you better believe we should start losing to him at shuffleboard. Just thank the good lord that we don’t have darts here and he uses you as a target. God, I wish I hadn’t swatted him on the back of the head.”

The room fell silent again. Rick Grace threw his hands up in the air.

“I didn’t say a thing!”

The bartender began to shake, softly at first, but building up steam until he broke through into a storm of laughter.

“You hit Bobby!” The bartender cried out as he pointed at Gord Thompson.

The whole room burst into laughter, all except Gord Thompson and the lone stranger in the corner.

“I gotta right to be heard too!” Rick Grace argued.

“You don’t exist until you’ve been drinking here for five years,” John Thornton responded.

When the laughter subsided, Gord Thompson explained.

“It was a long time ago when he was a kid. I caught him peeping in my daughter’s bedroom window. He was standing on a pair of stilts. Pulled them from under him and gave him a good swat. And I’d do it again. Son of a… gun is a pervert.”

“Shit!” the bartender continued to howl. “You hit Bobby. That’s very funny. Gord, you’re a very funny guy.”

“It ain’t that funny, Frank,” Bob Taylor said to the bartender.

There was a moment of silence.

Rick Grace’s eyes jumped from one patron to the next, wondering who next would speak.

Bob Taylor said. “Maybe Bobby won’t remember. Never was the brightest kid.”

Len Murphy shook his head.

“We’ve all heard him. Bobby wants to kill someone. He tells that to anyone who will listen to him. Now that he’s a cop, he has the means. We all know it’s against police regulations to carry a gun off duty, but Bobby won’t be able to resist the temptation. He’ll be in here every night, pulling the back of his jacket up like some kind of exhibitionist to show anyone who cares to see where he keep his weapon hidden. There ain’t no trick in predicting that little dicks behavior. I’m going to buy me one of those bullet proof vests.”

There was a general rumbling in the room as patrons discussed the merits of Len Murphy’s words.

“Some day,” Gord Thompson barked his voice rising above the general din of voices, “that thing is going discharge and Bobby’ll have twin assholes.”

Everyone laughed including Rick Grace.

***

Even Bobby’s friends were frightened of his new status. One afternoon in the Islington House I found Charlie O’Hara sitting at a table alone, drinking, and sweating.

“You don’t look so good, Charlie.” I said.

Charlie looked up at me and smiled faintly.

“You’re sweating,” I added.

Charlie pointed up to the air-conditioners.

“The air is broken,” he said.

“It’s February,” I pointed out.

“You look troubled, Charlie.” 

Charlie fumbled with a package of cigarettes and then a book of matches as he attempted to light up. Finally he gave up and put the cigarettes back in his pocket. He missed and they fell on the floor. 

I asked if I could sit down.

Charlie nodded as he rescued his Rothman’s from the floor.

“Are you in some sort of trouble?” I asked.

Charlie dropped his head and laughed nervously.

“Trouble,” he giggled.

Charlie and I had never been on particularly intimate terms. To me, he had been an afterthought in conversations I’d had in the past with Danny or Bobby. He was like a shadow, there but invisible to all sensibilities, one of those people that makes up a quorum in life’s games but is of no substantial interest to anyone.

“Big trouble,” Charlie confided as he looked around to make sure no one could overhear us.

“What kind of trouble?”

“Kind of trouble,” Charlie repeated, giggling like a thirteen-year-old girl.

“Are you in trouble with the police?”

Charlie looked at me and smiled, shaking his head. The beer in front of him hadn’t been touched. He stopped shaking his head, looked me straight in the eyes and said, “Bobby is going to kill me!”

I thought he was going to burst into tears. I stared at Charlie for some time. I almost burst into laughter. Charlie looked so dead serious, pathetic in his fear. After much prodding I managed to coax a story out of him.

“I was minding my own business, sitting over there in the corner having a beer, watching the game,” Charlie began. “Mary Anderson comes in the door. I notice her out of the corner of my eye but figured she was waiting for Bobby. Bobby and Mary have been shacked up for a couple of years now. She motions to me to come over. I figured she had a message from Bobby. We were supposed to go to a Leaf game that weekend. One of the detectives had dropped a couple of tickets at the desk and Bobby had managed to get hold of them. Bobby told me it was a reward for a favor he’d done the detective, but I figure he got them because no one else wanted to go see a last place team. I go over. Mary asked me to join her in the Escorts room, women not being allowed to drink in there alone. Bobby was working afternoons and Mary was lonely in their apartment.”

“Well, okay I says to myself. I’ll do it as a favor to Bobby. So we go into the room and have a couple of beers and Mary starts to look at me funny. And then after a couple more beers I feel her foot running up my leg. I laughed it off as one of Mary’s jokes. She has a strange sense of humor. After several beers, Mary asked me to walk her back to her place. There are a lot of creeps out there, eh? So we’re walking along the street, not talking about much of anything but I start to get this strange feeling in my stomach, like I’m going to do something I’m going to regret later. I decide that I’ll drop Mary off quickly and get the hell out of there before anything does happen. I know how crazy Bobby is about Mary and the kind of temper he’s got.”

“We get to her building and she asks me up to the apartment. I tell her I’d better go. She says she has a bottle of rye and we could have a nightcap. That sounds pretty good, eh? I’d like to get a buzz on before I go home. What harm could that be, I says to myself. We’re no sooner into the apartment then Mary has me on the couch with my pants down around my ankles and her face in my lap. Oh shit, I says to myself. How am I going to get out of this, eh? I just want to come and split, eh? But that ain’t enough for Mary. One thing leads to another, and pretty soon Mary and I are in Bobby’s bed, naked, sweating over each other. I had just popped the weasel in Mary, when I hear a knock at the door.”

“My heart stopped and immediately blew my wad. I hear Bobby calling for Mary. He’d forgotten his keys. I grabbed my clothes, there was not time to dress, and climbed out the bedroom window and down a drainpipe. I heard Bobby crashing through the door just as I reached the ground.”

“Did he see you?” I asked.

Charlie shook his head.

“I don’t think so. But, Mary will tell him it was me.”

“Why would she do that?”

“You don’t know that girl,” Charlie cried. “She can’t keep her mouth shut. And when Bobby finds out, he’ll come looking for me. It’s only a matter of time. He’s got that gun. I am fucking dead, Mr. Wilson. I’m walking around but I am already dead.” 

Bobby did not come for Charlie. Mary never talked. But she paid a price for her silence with a visit to the hospital. She said that she had fallen down a flight of stairs. Bobby was upset for months and told his best friend about his girl’s infidelity.

“Why don’t you forget about it,” Charlie suggested to his friend.

“I can’t!” Bobby swore.

“But you punished Mary enough,” Charlie responded.

“But I never punished him.”

“Forget him!” Charlie cried. “Put it behind you. Move on.”

“I can’t,” Bobby said dropping his head.

“You know what that slut said to me?” Bobby added, his voice heavy and choking with emotion.

Charlie shook his head.

Bobby looked around the room of the Islington House to make sure that no one was listening.

“She said,” Bobby whispered, “that it was the best fuck she’d ever had.”
***

On his days off Bobby liked to sit in the Islington House bragging about how he was going to do someone. He used the word do instead of the word kill. It made it sound like Bobby was doing someone a favour. Some afternoons he might be sitting with brother cops but they soon tired of his tirades, so most of the time he sat alone or with Charlie. But always he made sure that the regular patrons heard everything he said.

“I’d like to get me a Paki,” he laughed. “I like watching them sweat. The other day I stopped a cab with one of them Paki’s driving. Where the hell do they get their licenses?  From a box of Cracker Jacks!”

Bobby always laughed when he spouted this little witticism.

“I really had that Paki sweating. Really pisses me off the way they look at you. So polite! Like butter wouldn’t melt on their tongue. Like they hadn’t snuck into this country. And you know what they’re really thinking. Think they’re better than you. That they got some college degree from some Paki college in Paki land and they’re better than you. I wish all those Pakies had only one head. I’d put my revolver up their temple and... boom!”

Most of the patrons tried to ignore Bobby, watching the television or talking amongst themselves. Sometimes the bartender would come over and tell Bobby to lower his voice but Frank wasn’t always there and when he was absent Bobby would exercise what he considered his constitutional right. 

One afternoon I was sitting at the table next to Bobby and his friends and found it impossible to tune him out. 

“That would be murder,” I responded, sipping my beer. 

Bobby turned in his chair.

“And who asked you for your opinion?”

“No one,” I responded.

“This is a private conversation, old man, and I guess I can speak my own mind.”

“Then don’t’ talk so loud in public,” I responded.

“What do you know, old man?”

“I know when I hear a fool talking.”

Some of Bobby’s friends began to snicker. Bobby didn’t like that. He felt as if he was losing face. 

“You gotta big mouth, Mr. Wilson.”

I finished my beer and ordered another. The waiter dropped a beer on my table, gesturing with his head that I shouldn’t communicate with Bobby. No one was sure how Bobby might react from moment to moment especially after he’d had a few beers.

Bobby pointed his finger in my direction.

“I hope that isn’t loaded,” I smiled.

Bobby’s friends leaned back in their chairs roaring with laughter. Bobby’s face was flush with anger.

“You should be careful, old man. Some night you could be leaving this joint and I could be outside. I could take you over to the Islington golf course around the corner and put a bullet between your eyes.”

“That’s not possible, Bobby,” I responded.

“And why’s that, Mr. Wilson?”

I waited a minute before responding, milking the silence in the room for all it was worth. 

“They’d never let me on the golf course, Bobby. It’s a private club and I’m not a club member.”

The whole room howled with laughter. Bobby ground his teeth in a forced smile.

“You’d be trespassing,” he laughed. “And I would be protecting private property.”

There was silence at Bobby’s table.

“It would be my word against yours,” Bobby sneered like a man who insisted on the last word. “And I’m a cop. And you’d be dead.”

***

“I’m surprised they let him into the priesthood,” Irene muttered indifferently as she browsed through Woman’s World. A small bubble appeared between her teeth and popped. George the barber stuck his head out from his shop, looked at me and then at Irene.

“’Who the hell is she talking about?” George winked.

“Fred Larose,” I responded. “Why are you winking?”

“I ain’t winking,” George responded with a smile then winked.

“You did it again,” I said.

“Damn!” George cried. “I keep picking up everyone’s quirks. Why are you talking about Saint Freddy?”

“When did you start calling him Saint Freddy?”

“Tony,” George winked. “Tony started it.”

Irene looked at. George, turned a page in her magazine, and yawned. George stuck his head back in the barbershop, said something to Tony, then turned and skirted out of the shop.

“Need anything?” he said to Irene on his way out but did not wait for a response.

Irene looked up.

“What did George want?” she asked. 

“So what do you think?” I asked.

“About Freddy?” Irene asked, turning the pages of her magazine, popping her gum. 

“Yes, about Freddy becoming a priest.”

“I’m not really surprised,” Irene responded, looked up at me and winked. “Who says you cannot petition the lord with money? Even the pope has his price. That’ll make Charlie feel better.”

I did not pursue the details of Charlie’s philosophy.

“I’m surprised Charlie didn’t tell you,” I said.

Irene looked up at me with a puzzled expression on her face.

“Weren’t you and Freddy…?” I began.

Irene laughed, remembering her relationship with Freddy.

“That was over years ago. I’m sure Freddy will make a fine priest. He’s an ambitious man.”

“What do you mean by ambitious?” I enquired.

Irene laughed again, popping her gum like a series of firecrackers going off in her mouth.

“You don’t think that Freddy wants to be a mere parish priest, do you? If I know Freddy he’ll be wearing one of those red sombreros in a few years.”

“He wants to be a Cardinal?”

Irene looked up at me and blew a small bubble between the gap in her front teeth.

“For starters,” she responded.

***

The lights on the police car roof pulsed through the night, the red flare washing across the surrounding homes like a spotlight along the walls of a prison. Out of the front door of the Gruber house, two policemen held Ernie Gruber’s arms firmly as they guided him down the driveway toward the police cruiser. Some neighbors were standing at their front doors, muttering to each other like penitents in church. Peter Gruber stood on the front step staring into the night. His face looked gaunt, and tired, and in an instant, old. Mary Gruber stood in the living room holding on to the drawn curtains, peeking out into the street.

***

I turned and looked at Pete.

“Where did all those years go?” I asked staring out across the mounts of dirt gouged out by the yellow cats and ploughs. The destruction of the Kipling, Bloor, Dundas Street crossing had happened so quickly that most of the locals were hardly aware of its passing.

“Where did my hair go?” Pete smiled, polishing the top of his head with his hand. 

Black smoke spewed out of the exhaust pipes of the cats as they pushed dirt back and forth. Yellow helmeted workers ran like ants next to the big wheels of the steam shovels. Trucks filled with dirt rolled out of the guts of the project, periodically rattling as they bounced over a rock. 

“I’m going to enjoy my retirement,” Pete said.

“You put a little money away?”

Pete lit up a cigarette.

“I got a pretty good price for the garage. I’m thinking of moving to Florida, at least for the winters. I hear the cars down there never deteriorate. Fountain of youth, I suppose.”

I looked back at Pete’s station. A fence had been constructed around it as workers prepared to dig out the two buried gas tanks under the ground. Pete had not even shed a tear when his final day at the station had passed and he had locked up for the final time.   

“Not Florida!” I cried, turning back to Pete. “We’ll never see you again.”

Pete cleared his throat of the persistent cough that would not leave him, then sucked once again on his cigarette.

“Oh, I’ll be back. Want to see what they do with this corner. Engineers calling it, Spaghetti Junction. Very poetic, don’t you think?”

“You aint’ going to miss the old place?” I asked.

“I’ve worked hard enough,” Pete said looking back at the station as he flicked an ash off his cigarette. Turning his head back to the ongoing construction of Spaghetti Junction, he added, “Got to keep your eyes focused on the future. No use looking back and wishing this and wishing that. Just brings you heartache.”

“So you don’t have any regrets?” I asked.

Pete smiled. “Wish I had married that girl. That’s my only regret.”

I looked at Pete and realized that he couldn’t remember Nancy Wilson’s name, and at that moment neither could I.

“I saw her a few weeks ago,” Pete continued. “She has grandchildren now. Looks the same as she did forty years ago.”

“Isn’t that something?” I added.

Pete dropped his cigarette onto the street and ground it out with his toe.

“Her husband died a couple of years ago,” Pete added staring into the construction sight but his mind elsewhere.

“I didn’t know that,” I responded.
***

I stepped across Kipling Avenue and turned to wave to Pete, but the meeting of the three streets, Dundas, Bloor and Kipling had been transformed into a chaos of bridges, tunnels, off-ramps. The construction that we’d been witness to had occurred decades before. Bobby Nelson’s cruiser picked up speed as it roared north passed the huge Hydro plant. Once he reached the Kipling bridge passing over the subway line, he was hitting seventy. I was walking north and had almost reached the bus stop at Tyre Avenue. I could hear the roar of the police car’s engine a block behind me. Across the street Mary Barnes stood smiling and waving at me. A bus slid over to the curb to pick me up. Without looking Mary stepped into the street. I could not stop her. She bounced over the roof of the cruiser, off the trunk, and into the middle of the road. As she spun topsy-turvy in the air I remembered a time when we had gone to a park and I had pushed her on the swings so high that she had cried out to me to stop. Afterwards I had held her in my arms still feeling her heart racing, and the laugh in her face transforming into a soft passion. But now Mary hung in the air like a character out of a Chagall painting and she was still waving at me as Bobby Nelson’s car sped off into the night.

***

As I stepped off the curb a bus pulled to a stop in front of me. The doors opened. Joe Palermo looked down at me.

“Get in, Mr. Wilson,” he laughed. “The women have been looking for you.”

“The accident!” I cried, climbing the steps of the bus.

“Where?” Joe asked looking around

I pointed across the street where Mary’s body had been thrown. There was no body on the street. There was no police cruiser racing north on Kipling Avenue. We were not even on Kipling Avenue.

I felt a cold sweat rush over my body.

“Better sit down, Mr. Wilson,” Joe suggested. “You look as white a ghost.”

“Sit down here, Mr. Wilson,” George the barber said. 

I was standing in the barbershop.

“I’ll trim a little around the ears.”

“Sit down, Mr. Wilson,” Pete smiled handing me a book of matches. 

I was standing in Pete’s garage, holding a cigarette.

I looked at Joe Palermo, my mouth open, my legs trembling beneath me. I wanted to say something but could not speak. I backed off the bus and before I’d reached a nearby bush, I had vomited. Taking out a handkerchief from my pocket, I wiped my chin. A moment later, Joe was hovering me. 

“Are you okay, old fellow? It’s the heat. Everyone is feeling under the weather. You need some fluids. I always keep a bottle of water in the bus. Would you like some? Course it might be a little warm.”

I turned and looked at Joe but before I could say a word, my stomach heaved again and I turned back to the bush to vomit.

***

“Bad fish?” A voice enquired.

I looked up from the bush. Standing behind it was Sky. All around us the sounds and smells of the forest rushed at me. There was the wind and the chime of wet leaves on the trees, the tapping of chipmunks across branches, the rustle of raccoons through the underbrush. A couple of dead rabbits hung from Sky’s shoulder.  One of them looked as if in death it had been caught winking.

“I’ve got dinner,” Sky smiled.

My stomach heaved once again but nothing came out of my mouth but a rasping damp wind. Sky helped me to my feet, leading me over to a nearby stream where I sipped. The water was cold. It tasted good. After I had rested and felt my strength return, we walked down the path toward Sky’s village. Several times I had to stop and rest. My head kept spinning.

“You have had the evil dreams again?” Sky asked.

I nodded.

“I saw the old woman flying to her death again.”

Sky shook his head.

“That is not a good sign. We will ask the old woman in the village what it means. The old woman knows many things about the other world.”

We walked for some time without speaking.

“I met some men who smell like you,” Sky said. “They could not speak our language. They had the smell of bad fish.”

“Where?” I asked.

“Two days walk toward the morning sun,” Sky responded. “They were very rude. They had many beaver skins. Always it seems to me the rich are rude. Why is that?”

I shook my head. I was not in the mood for conversation. The image of my Mary being hit by the police cruiser would not leave me.

“You must forget the dream,” Sky said. “What you do not forget comes true.”

When we reached Sky’s village we found it empty. The place was a mess. Pots, wooden stands, and an assortment of things scattered over the ground. Smoke rose from the ashes of fires that had died out. I looked at Sky. He looked worried. We stepped in and out of the long houses. All of them were empty. At the far end of the village we found the old woman dead on the ground. Her head had been split open. Sky fell to the ground and pounded the earth with his fists.

“Iroquois!” he cried.

***

“What did they charge Ernie with?”

Mary Gruber looked up at me from her shopping cart and without responding fled to the meat section. I followed behind, steering my shopping cart through the traffic of Saturday shoppers. Mary picked up a package of hamburger, inspected it and began to weep as I met up with her again.

“He’s a thief!” she turned to me. “Is that what you want me to say? The boy is a thief!”

An older woman who had been weighing a package of salmon in her hands, deciding perhaps if it fit into her budget, turned and looked at us, and just as quickly looked away, put down the fish, and edged away toward the pork. Mary pushed her cart passed the old woman toward the Dairy section. As I moved along, I caught the eye of the old lady. Her eyes rose toward the ceiling. I shrugged my shoulders.

For a long time Mary stood in the middle of the dairy section, holding a plastic container of cottage cheese, and shaking. The few customers who had been present soon made a discreet exit. A young teenage boy who was stocking the cheese section seemed to be completely indifferent to Mary’s performance.

“What did I do?” she cried, tears running down her face. “Am I to be crucified because I could not love the boy? Don’t you think I tried? Don’t you think I wanted to hold him, to reassure him that the world would not hurt him again? But he would just stare at me, stare at me like I was a stranger. I was his mother and he looked at me like I was a stranger. He is not what he seems. There is something wrong with that boy. I don’t think he knows how to love. He is so… arrogant. So aloof. Standoffish. What did we do to warrant this indifference? Haven’t we given him everything that other kids get? We bought him that hockey net. It’s still sitting in the garage. And the walkie-talkies. Peter went all over town looking for them and they just sit on his bureau.”

Mary looked at the cottage cheese and returned it gently to the cooler.

“I can’t take it anymore. I am simply at my wit’s end. I’m all dried up inside. He has done that to me. I feel that at any moment I could burst into flame.”

10. The Grey Albums

[image: image13.jpg]Saturday morning at George!





***

Ernie Gruber smiled at me from the back of the police cruiser. I asked one of the officers if I could speak to him. 

“Yah, sure,” the officer responded as he sat in the front seat filling out a form. The other officer had returned to the house to speak with the Gruber’s.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

Ernie looked so small and lost in the back seat of the police car. But he was smiling.

He nodded his head.

“I found out how to get away from them,” he said on a voice so soft and quiet that I was not sure I had heard him correctly.

I turned to the officer.

“He’s just a kid,” I said.

The officer looked at me.

“We’re not going to hurt him.”

“I know,” I said, “but he’s frightened. And alone. You might take that in mind.”

The officer turned and smiled at Ernie.

“You okay, kid?”

Ernie nodded and continued to smile.

“You see,” the officer smiled. “I’ve never met a happier suspect.”

***

Danny Green glared at me as he ground his cigarette out beneath his shoe. It was a cool evening and Danny was standing outside Apache Burger, leaning against the wall. 

“Where is Joan?” I asked.

He shrugged.

“We broke up,” he said, spitting on the ground.

“You’ll get back together,” I assured him. 

Danny glared at me. I knew what he wanted to say. Like it is any of your business, old man. But he said nothing.

“Are you going to college next year?” I asked attempting to change the direction of the conversation.

Danny took out a package of Rothmans and lit up another cigarette.

“You ask too many question?” he said.

There was a long period of silence between us. I looked out at the evening traffic speeding along Dundas Street. It had once been a street lined with small Tudor homes but now it was filled with fast food restaurants, gas stations, and small strips of stores. The only one of the old homes that had survived had been turned into a veterinarian business.

“Why do you dislike me, Danny? What did I ever do to you?”

Danny chuckled as he let out a cloud of smoke from his nostrils. He shook his head and began to walk away but thought better of it and turned.

“What is it with you, Mr. Wilson? Ever since I was a kid you’ve been on my case. Like that cop in The Fugitive, you just keep hounding me. I haven’t done anything wrong. Why don’t you just give it up?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

Danny stepped toward me so that I could feel his breath. Smoke slithered out between his teeth and burnt my eyes. His words came out of his mouth small and even as if he was eating an expensive steak and relishing each morsel.

“I saw that bastard hanging himself. I saw him standing on that box with a noose around his neck. I saw him kick that box out from beneath his feet, and then frantically try to recover it, slowly choking to death. There was still a cigarette in his mouth. It stuck to his bottom lip and as he choked the cigarette burned down and began to eat at his mouth. And he saw me in the window looking at him. He was begging me to help him. He was begging me, Mr. Wilson.”

I stared at Danny in silence. All these years I had wanted to hear his confession and now it came out of his mouth like a gun discharging. There was such pain and anger, pleasure and revenge in his eyes, I thought that he might strike me and I prepared myself for an assault.

Danny smiled and walked away.

“Why Danny?” I finally blurted out. “Why did you let him die?”

But Danny did not turn around. He walked away into the darkness.

***

George the barber brushed the hair from behind my ears, undid the white ribbon from around my neck, pulled the apron off to one side and shook the loose hair onto the floor.

“Thank you, George.”

“Don’t see you in here that often,” George said.

“My hair grows slowly,” I explained feeling the tickle of hairs that had escaped George’s housekeeping and were slipping down the collar of my shirt.

“It’s like it doesn’t grow at all,” George smiled, snapping the gum he was chewing, and winking at me by way of the mirror on the opposite wall.

“Thought you weren’t around on account of Irene leaving,” he smiled. “God, we were all in love with that girl. What a rack, eh Mr. Wilson? But she only had eyes for Charlie. There must be more to Charlie than any of us suspected. Admit it, Mr. Wilson, even you had a soft spot for that girl.”

I grinned.

“Yes, Irene had quite a rack on her,” George repeated shaking his head. “And she wasn’t no dumbbell either. It was her that ran the store. God, Charlie couldn’t balance a book if it was nailed to the top of his head.”

“Where did they go?”

“Moved to Whitby. Where they make the tires. Charlie sold the business and went to teacher’s college. Can you believe that? Charlie teaching, who would have thought it, eh? Teaching English of all things. I never saw Charlie read anything but the race results.”

“English,” I repeated. I couldn’t remember Charlie speaking more than monosyllables all the time he’d owned the store.

“Charlie graduated from college,” George continued. “That’s where he met Irene. Who would have picked those two as college graduates, eh?”

“Why did Charlie leave?” I asked. “I thought he had a good business here.”

“He needed the money. Said that the hobby business was disappearing. Always need a convenience store around here. That’s what I told him. But, when Becker’s moved in, I think Charlie could read the writing on the wall. Chain stores ruining business for everyone. Pretty soon they’ll be selling franchises for cutting hair and some Korean will run me out of business.”

I handed a five-dollar bill to George and stood up and looked in the mirror. George snapped the bill and examined it up against the ceiling light.

“It’s real,” I said.

George laughed, and handed me my change.

“Why did Charlie need more money? Gambling debts?” I asked.

George shook his head. 

“Irene got pregnant. Can you imagine that? After all these years, she goes and gets pregnant. Can’t imagine Charlie as a father, but then I never thought I’d see Saint Freddy become a priest. It’s a strange world.”

Tony who was sitting in a nearby chair reading the newspaper started to laugh. 

“What’s so funny?” George cried.

Tony put down the paper.

“Maybe there’s hope for you yet, George. Maybe you’ll finally become a barber.”

***

The Sheridan Nursery closed as construction began on the new Sherway Gardens Mall. It was to be a massive undertaking, one of the new generations of shopping plazas that would replace the outdoor strip plazas of the fifties. It would force the Cloverdale Mall into an expensive renovation, closing in all of its shops under one roof.

Pete and I took a drive out to the sight of the new mall in an old Hudson he had restored. We marveled at the size of the parking lot that would encircle the mall.

“It’s like a moat,” Pete gasped.

“An alien might think these malls were being built for automobiles and not people,” I sighed. “In fact cruising over an American city, a UFO might mistake the car as the sentient being occupying this planet.”

Pete looked at me with a puzzled expression on his face.

“And you think there is something wrong with that?” 

 Everyone, the Nelson’s, Brown’s, Gruber’s, Green’s, Bukowski’s, Gilpin’s, Anderson’s, Yarwood’s rushed down to Sheridan Nursery to pick up the bargains that were available. People packed their cars with bushes, and trees that they normally would never had considered buying. That one closing heralded in a reforestation of the Six Points area. Within a decade the descendants of the Sheridan trees, hedges, and bushes began to overwhelm the neighborhood. Their roots destroyed lawns, ate into drainage pipes, lifted the asphalt in driveways. Their branches crawled up the sides of houses eating the cement between bricks, invaded chimneys, blocked sunlight to vegetable gardens, pried the aluminum siding off houses, swallowed fences, spread across sidewalks, covered windows, hovered precariously over roof tops, became the nesting grounds of birds who then defecated on car roofs, barbecues, patio umbrellas. In short, it was the great offensive of nature upon civilization. Tired and feeling under siege, the older people moved out. Young families moved in, cut everything down, renovated or rebuilt homes, and began to replant.

“A bunch of Johnny Appleseeds,” Pete laughed at the rush to the Sheridan Nursery. “A sale in the burbs is like blood in the water for piranha.”

On the way back to the station we passed a junkyard where old cars were stacked in piles. Pete pulled the Hudson over to the side of the road and stopped for a few moments.

“Just paying my respects,” he explained.
***

“Don’t give me that helpless old man routine,” Bill O’Grady cried. “I know that you’re going to kill him. I can see it in your eyes.”

“You’re drunk,” I said pushing the empty glass to one side.

It was a Saturday afternoon in the Islington House and the place was just beginning to fill up with patrons. The televisions that hung from the corner of the rooms like spiders in their webs were showing a tennis match. None of the patrons appeared to be watching the game, immersed in quiet conversations with a friend, or in the case of some of the regulars, conversations with themselves.

“I’ve been watching you, Mr. Wilson. Been watching you for most of my life. You don’t ever get older.”

“That’s very flattering, Bill…”

“It ain’t flattering,” Bill barked. “It’s strange. Bloody eerie. And another thing, where the hell do you live? Don’t seem to live any place. Just appear and disappear. And I swear that you’ve been wearing the same suit since I was a kid.”

I leaned back in my chair without responding. Bill found this amusing and chuckled to himself then ordered another draft.

“How could that be, Mr. Wilson?”

“Why don’t you tell me, Bill?”

“Don’t you be condescending with me, you son of a bitch!”

Bill leaned over the table.

“You once told me that you were the god of Six Points. I was a kid and half believed you. When I told my old man, he tried to beat the idea out of my head but it sort of got stuck there and I’ve never forgotten it. The idea of a god living amongst us, I just couldn’t figure. It didn’t’ fit nothing I learned in the catechism, nor anything I heard in the gospels. It just didn’t fit. You ain’t no god, Mr. Wilson. You ain’t all wise, or all knowing, or all powerful. Mr. Wilson, you don’t have the qualifications for the job.”

I smiled uncomfortably.

Bill grabbed me by the lapels and, dragging me half way across the table toward him, cried, “So what the hell are you?”

Gently I pried Bill’s fingers from my lapel. He slipped back in his chair. 

“Why don’t you let him go?” he asked.

“I’m not in the mood for this today,” I said.

The waiter dropped two more beers in front of me. I drank one in two swallows then began to sip on the second.

“I just got back from the hospital. I’ve been up all night with an old friend. He passed away this morning just as sunlight slipped into his room. At the end Pete could hardly catch his next breath. It was as if he had been dropped on the moon.”

I stopped. The words jammed up in my throat. I took another swallow of beer, stood up abruptly, and staggered out of the hotel.

***

Irene was shaking when I stepped into the shop. I had just passed two cops on their way out. George and Tony were trying to comfort her. A couple of customers were sitting patiently in the barbershop in an animated discussion. As I stepped toward the counter, George and Tony, shaking their heads, returned to their customers.

“What happened?” I asked.

Irene looked at me, her eyes red from crying. 

“He pointed a gun at me,” she said, her bottom lip trembling as she attempted to speak. All the blood had drained from Irene’s face. I held Irene’s hands to comfort her. She kept shaking her head.

“I thought I was going to die,” she stammered. “I saw him take it out of his jacket and I thought I was going to die. I didn’t want to die.”

“Who pointed the gun?” I asked.

Irene took out a package of cigarettes and lit one up. I had never seen Irene smoke.

“This kid. This little Indian kid. He’s been in here a million times. Likes to read the comic books. If Charlie’s not around, I let him. He’s just a boy and he pointed that gun at me. And asked for money. I swear, I thought he was going to shoot me. Mr. Wilson, he was only a kid. Where does a kid get a gun? I got so goddamn angry! I’m going to get shot by this kid! That’s what I kept saying to myself. I didn’t want to die in the shop, in this life, reading a fucking teen magazine. I got angry. He was pointing a gun at me!”

“What did you do?” I asked.

Irene looked at me in silence for several moments as if she were rehearsing her answer. 

“I told him... I told him I was going to tell his mother on him.” 

“What did Ernie do?”

Irene stopped talking and looked at me.

“You know him?”

I nodded. “I think so.”

Irene smiled and looked out the door, suddenly realizing that she was out of danger. For a minute she seemed to be caught up in the exhilaration of pure empty thought.

“What happened next?”

“He laughed,” Irene said looking at me. “He laughed at me. So I slapped him across the face. I don’t know what came over me. I should have given him the money. What was I thinking? I slapped him.”

“He didn’t shoot?”

Irene shook her head.

“He cried. He started crying, then turned and ran out of the shop. And…”

Irene hesitated for a minute, choking on her words. 

“As soon as he was out of the shop, I screamed. George came running in. Tony phoned the police. He was only a boy. Why, Mr. Wilson? You know the boy. Tell me why.”

***

I never dream. It may seem odd. But I had no idea what a dream could be. It was as alien to me as snow to a Tahitian. All of this changed one evening when I sat in a longhouse with Sky. Maybe it was the smoke from the cooking, or perhaps the stale stench of hormones from the young men present, or the flatulence, which always followed behind Sky when he ate too much venison. I fell. There is no other word for it. It was like tumbling down a winding staircase. And then I was there, in a home, lying in a bed, staring up at the ceiling. It was in a small room. There was a dresser at the foot of the bed upon which rested a small television set. Beside the bed was a small table with a lamp on it. There was a closet. Everything appeared familiar to me and yet I didn’t recognize anything. I felt frightened as if I had woken up in a stranger’s bed and yet it was my bed. 

There was a chair. There was someone in the chair. At first I couldn’t see who it was. And the person remained silent. The next moment a face was hovering over me, and the chair was empty. The face was a man’s, middle aged, gaunt, balding gray hair.

“How are you today?” the man said as if we were old friends, as if he was someone I should remember.

When I attempted to answer I hardly recognized my own voice. It was weak, feeble, barely rising above a whisper.

“How long have I been here?” I asked.

The man replies. “Years. You don’t remember?”

I was in a wheelchair. The man was pushing me out of the room and down a hall. There was a blanket over my legs and a heavy sweater over my shoulders. We went outside. I recognized Bloor Street right away, but across the street, The Six Points Plaza was being torn down. I realized that the building we had exited was a nursing home. We moved east along Bloor Street, across Botfield Avenue.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

The man pushing the wheelchair stopped, then stepped around in front of me and asked me to repeat what I have said.

I stared at him. I couldn’t stop the tears from running down my face.

He smiled. “You’ve forgotten?”

I nodded.

“You wanted to see the Spaghetti Junction before they tore it down.”

I must have looked puzzled because the man smiled and explained. 

“They are returning it to its original appearance when it was called the Six Points.”

I smiled. The man disappeared and the wheelchair began to move east again. There was a little girl standing on the sidewalk ahead of us with a skipping rope in her hands. She was staring at us.

“Mary?” I whispered.

***

“Joan said you wanted to speak to me.”

I took a seat in one of the lawn chairs by the empty pool. Danny sat in a lawn chair, across from his head bowed. I turned and looked into the pool. A few leaves floated in a small puddle at the bottom. There were tiny footprints along the floor of the pool as well, a cat’s or perhaps a raccoon. It was cold out. 

“Wouldn’t it be more comfortable inside?” I suggested.

As I talked Danny slowly raised his eyes and looked at me. It was a bit startling. There was so much despair there. 

He said. “I met a friend of yours.”

I smiled.

He said. “Bill 0’Grady.”

I nodded. “Yes, I know Bill.”

Danny turned his head and looked out over the pool as if he had seen something in the distance.

I added. “Knew his father, Willy. A hard man. Hard on Billy.”

Danny turned and looked at me point blank. 

“Bill has a lot of things to say about you, Mr. Wilson. He doesn’t much like you either, but no one at the I pays any attention. Bill just sits in the corner of the pub, drinking his time away, mumbling.”

“Poor fellow,” I said shaking my head. “Bright youngster but too many empty bottles at the end of every evening. I’m afraid poor Bill is not always with us.”

Danny smiled. 

“I was curious about old Bill,” he continued. “I took a couple of beer over to the old man and sat down with him. And he talked. Talked about his father and mother, their life on the farm. Been generations of O’Grady’s in the area. Said they came before the famine in Ireland that they had come to the new world with the Hudson brothers. They had a little place in Echo Valley where the hydro field runs. Last operating farm in Islington. Bill misses the farm.”

I laughed.

“Don’t believe everything Bill tells you. I’m afraid the old boy’s memories are scrambled. Bill hated farming when he was a kid. Couldn’t wait to get off the land. Always wanted to be a sailor, to see the world. He was a scrappy little fellow, a bit like you Danny but without the schooling.”

Danny continued as if he hadn’t listened to a word I had said.

“Bill told me about his grandfather Jack O’Grady, how he was involved in the Mackenzie Revolt, how he later died when a tree fell on him.”

I said. “Terrible accident. Bill’s father never got over it. Hard times when a boy loses his father.”

Danny said. “And he talked about you, Mr. Wilson. You aren’t what you seem, are you?”

I looked at Danny whose gaze once again wandered off over his neighbor’s backyards.

“I remember climbing all these fences when I was a kid,” he said. “There were always holes in them. I don’t see any holes now.”

I asked. “Where’s this leading, Danny? Joan said you want to speak to me about something that had been weighing on your mind.”

Danny turned back to me, a flicker of a smile on his face.

“You’re a real mystery,” Danny continued. “Remember that night outside Apache Burger?”

I shook my head.

“I told you I saw that guy Shaeffer hang himself.”

“Yes,” I nodded. “That was a long time ago.”

“For a long time I tried not to think about it, the guy hanging himself. I didn’t feel guilty for not helping him but it’s not something you can easily forget. It came back to me in dreams, but hell, we all have dreams. Do you have dreams, Mr. Wilson?”

“Only one,” I responded.

Danny looked away. I thought our conversation was at an end and was prepared to leave when Danny began to speak again.

“I used to have nightmares about that guy swinging, his hands trying to untie the knot, his legs kicking out, that cigarette stuck to his mouth, burning his bottom lip. Me and Charlie did acid one time and I relived the hanging except it was me hanging. I liked it. I liked the idea of dieing, Mr. Wilson.”

Danny chuckled then coughed.

“Hanging! That’ll cure your drug habit. They ought to create a government program for addicts. Suicide, better than methadone.”

Leaning over to one side, Danny grabbed a package of cigarette off a nearby table and lit one up.

“Doctor says I gotta quit these things. Found a spot on my lungs. False alarm. Just an old childhood scar. Coming up on twenty-five years smoking. What an anniversary to celebrate! You know why I let that  motherfucker die?”

“You don’t have to…”

“Me and Charlie and old Kenny used to sneak around the neighborhood. We used to peep into people’s bedroom windows. I think you caught us one time. Kenny was sure you were going to tell his old man. We were curious. Wanted to see what a woman looked like naked. Curious like you, Mr. Wilson. You know all about peeking in on people, Mr. Wilson. Isn’t that what you do? Bill 0’Grady told me you were some kind of alien pervert.”

“Bill is not right…”

“That fellow Shaeffer that hung himself had a sister.” 

I nodded. “Yes, I know. They lived in their parents’ home after their father died and their mother disappeared.”

“They lived in that house,” Danny smirked as smoke slipped out through his teeth. “They lived in that house like man and wife.”

“What do you mean?”

“Charlie and me saw them fucking.”

“You...”

“They caught us watching. Shaeffer pushed his sister off him and ran to the window and stared straight into my eyes. We locked onto each other in that moment. That’s why he killed himself. He thought we would tell everyone.”

I tried to look at Danny but could not. There was too much pain in his eyes. Instead I kept my eyes busy watching the leaves dancing in the pool. 

“Some people,” Danny cried, sucking deeply on his cigarette, coughing out smoke, “Some people deserve to die!”

I turned back. Tears were running down Danny’s face. He did not attempt to hide them.

“Why are you telling me this now, Danny?”

Danny was silent for some time. 

“I must be crazy,” he said. “This is all so crazy. Joan is trying to get me to see a shrink. Old Bill said that you were a kind of god. He thinks that you have some powers over people. That you can make people die. Oh…”

Danny looked away from me, butted his cigarette out into the arm of his chair and a moment later lit up a new one. 

“I don’t know what you are, Mr. Wilson, but I had to tell someone. I have to know if what I did was right.”

I stood up and walked over to the pool. An eddy had picked up several leaves and was trying to steal them from the pool. They looked like children playing.

“You were a child, Danny. You didn’t know what you were doing.”

Behind me I could hear Danny weeping. I stood on the edge of the pool and wondered how many tears it would take to fill it. When I looked back again Danny was gone.

***

They called it a freak accident. Some blamed it on the rains that had fallen for several days north of the city. Swollen sewer drains had burst, the water leaking out through cracks turned the ground into a soup, silently eating away at the foundations of the street above. Traffic moved smoothly south on Kipling Avenue under a clear night sky. Just before midnight, the asphalt began to wobble, roll and then split like skin. A huge hole the size of a bus opened up. Bobby Nelson raced north on Kipling Avenue. He had been called to a domestic dispute on the Westway just to the north of Islington Village. Racing under the bridges of the Spaghetti Junction he did not see the asphalt opening like a mouth. His cruiser disappeared a few minutes into the new day. Bobby was killed on impact.
***

I am in a wheelchair. A man is pushing me out of my room and down a hall. There is a blanket over my legs and a heavy sweater over my shoulders. We go outside. I recognize Bloor Street right away, but across the street, The Six Points Plaza is being torn down. I realize that the building we have exited is a nursing home, Elim’s Senior’s Residence.

We move east along Bloor Street, across Botfield Avenue.

Ahead of me I can see the great cranes, dump trucks, and construction beginning to dismantle the bridges. 

“The whole world is being torn down,” I muttered.

When we reach Prennan Avenue we stop. The man steps out from behind the wheelchair and kneels in front of me. I know this man. He takes out a pipe and pouch of tobacco and lights up.

I ask Bobby Nelson, “What are you doing?”

He smiles back at me as a white cloud of smoke rolls out of his mouth.

“I am smoking a dead man’s tobacco.”

***

Irene handed me a package of Marguerite Cigars.

“When did you start smoking cigars?” Irene asked.

“I don’t smoke,”‘ I responded.

Irene shook her head.  I was being difficult.

“You ever married, Mr. Wilson?”

“There was a Mrs. Wilson, an old woman who lived in a small cottage on Royalavon. House has been torn down now by a neighbor who bought the lot from her niece. We weren’t officially married but it gave her some pleasure to tell folks that I was her husband. She was a wonderful old gal, always laughing, full of life. We were good friends, sometimes more than friends.”

Irene smiled warmly. 

I blushed. “I didn’t mean to be so…”

“That’s alright. We’re friends, Mr. Wilson. I would like to know more about you. What happened to the lady?”

“She was murdered.”

“Murdered!” Irene gasped. “How...

“Run down by a cop,” I explained.

“I’m so sorry,” Irene said, pressing her hand on mine. 

I smiled. “Best thing that ever happened to me.”

Irene pulled her hand away. I had shocked her.

“What a terrible thing to say!” she cried. 

I put the cigars in my jacket pocket.

“I never could forgive her killer,” I explained. “Vengeance gives one’s life a strong sense of purpose. Without it, I think I might have gone mad.”

***

We stood on the shoulder of the road at the end of the runway. It was quite a sight to see so much asphalt in one place, to see how flat man could make one piece of land. It was like standing on a tabletop. The only thing missing was a salt and peppershaker and a sugar bowl. Occasionally a plane would begin to run down toward us, wheels lifting, its heavy belly rising over our heads with a great roar.

Pete and I stood there speechless. The planes, so bulky and ugly on the ground, became elegant and majestic once they had climbed into the sky.

“I think it is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen,” Pete said. “Simple nobility and beauty of purpose. And this is just the beginning. Imagine the machines of the future. They will replace us in all aspects of life. We must be gods to create such wondrous creatures, Mr. Wilson. It’s the dawn of a new world.”

“Yes,” I nodded sadly. “But the end of our world.”

Pete chuckled. Then as a second plane roared down the runway Pete screamed as loudly as he could, his voice drowned out by the noise of the great engines of the plane. I looked over at Pete. He was laughing like a kid riding a Ferris wheel at the carnival.

“Why do they do it?” I asked once the plane had climbed into the sky behind us. “This used to be a beautiful country. Leveled for this...”

Pete said. “Because they gotta. It is the attraction of the moth for the flame, Mr. Wilson. The flame is the future.”

For a moment I said nothing then replied. “You’re such a bloody optimist, Pete. The future is gone.”

Pete laughed.

“No, it ain’t, Mr. Wilson. It’s just that you are no longer part of it.”
***

A smile burst upon the face of Mary Barnes as I stepped through the gate to her cottage.

“There you are kiddo,” she laughed as I walked up the walk to her front porch. She stood up, walked toward me and gave me a hug.

“I didn’t think you’d ever make it.”

I looked around. The cottage had been repainted; the windows were sparkling; some one had repaired the front door. A couple of pies were cooling on the windowsill. From inside the house I could hear laughter. Someone was playing a guitar. 

Mary took me by the hand and led me to a cast iron bench on the porch. The garden was in bloom, the fragrance of the flowers reminded me of a time long ago before there were any people. I couldn’t remember smelling anything so sweet.

“I’m so glad to see you again, kiddo,” Mary smiled as we sat down.

She slid her arm in mine and asked, “What took you so long?”

“I was in a home, a retirement residence. It seemed like I was there forever. I seemed to wake up a lot.”

Mary waved her hand at me and laughed. 

“Don’t tell me about those homes. All you do is wait. Cueing up for death. But you’re here now, and that’s what counts. Ah, kiddo, I’ve been telling everyone about you. They’re so anxious to meet you.”

“I don’t know if I’ll be staying,” I responded.

“Of course you’ll be staying, kiddo. There isn’t any place else to go.”

“But, I’ve done things, Mary. Things that have to be undone.” 

Mary punched me playfully in the shoulder than gave me a hug.

“Ah kiddo, that don’t matter any more.”

***

One day Sky stepped up behind me. I hadn’t heard him coming and was sitting on my haunches staring into a small fire that I had started. When I stood up and turned around there he was. He startled me.

“I wish you wouldn’t sneak up on me like that!” I barked.

Sky laughed. “You were dreaming again.”

I nodded.

“I never dream,” Sky said. “It is too dangerous.”

We both took a seat on a log by the fire. Sky poked the fire with a long stick he had picked up. Sparks shot into the air.

“That is how the heavens were created,” he said.

“Poking a fire?” I asked.

“Dreaming,” Sky responded. “Each time you dream, a new universe is created. That is how all of this came to be. A god dreams about us and puff, we appear. He dies, and we are forgotten. I have no interest in becoming a god so I don’t dream.”

“I’m Frank Wilson. I am not a god,” I responded. 

“You’re a god,” Sky said as if all discussion was ended.

I spit into the fire and listened to the sizzle. There was a rustle in the bush. I turned around. A chipmunk raced up a tree behind us. In the distance I heard an owl hoot. 

“What made you come to that conclusion?” I finally asked.

Sky responded. “The way you dress.”

I looked at the tweed suit I was wearing, had always worn.

“You don’t dress like a human being,” he added.

I rubbed my hands over my trousers.

“They’re very comfortable,” I explained.

“And you never get older,” Sky continued. “Look at me. I got tits like an old woman. And only three teeth left. And I shake when I’m shitting. But, you’ve been an old man since I met you many seasons ago. And you are always dreaming. Who knows how many universes you have created.”

“And that makes me a god?” I asked.

Sky looked at me for a while then shrugged his shoulders. 

“It’s difficult to say. I never met a god before. But, if you aren’t a god, what are you?”

I looked around at the bushes, and trees, the ground, all the small creatures that scurried about and it felt as if nature was dripping greens and yellows, reds and blues, across my eyes. And all about me was that precious silence after a storm. I looked up at the old Indian who smiled down upon me and wondered who he was.
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