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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.

