GROWING UP ON BOTFIELD AVENUE


Neighbours

The Reapers lived to the south of David’ family. John Reaper, the Reaper’s younger son, was a couple of years older than David. A born athlete, he was a star on the boy’s junior high school track team specializing in the relay team and in javelin. He practiced everyday throwing a javelin over his house. David loved watching that long spear sliding easily through the air, its head rising up slightly before nodding downward as it fell thrusting into the front lawn. It never occurred to John that there might be anything remotely dangerous about this exercise.

David wanted to try a hand at throwing the javelin. He found a bamboo pole that had been left by the previous owners in the back yard. David began to throw the pole in the backyard, first short distances and then, when he became more accomplished, at the two decrepit apple trees in the backyard. Several times, to his delight, he picked worm-infested apples off the branches. One day John saw David throwing and gave him some pointers. 

“Keep practicing, kid,” John smiled. “Someday you might make your high school team.”

The first time David attempted to throw the pole over the house it hit the roof and slid down into the eaves trough. David’s mother came running out, fearful that a branch from a nearby Dutch Elm had fallen on the house.

“Just a squirrel,” David explained. 

David’s mother returned to the house. David got his father’s extension ladder and retrieved the pole. He would have to practice when his mother was not at home. 

In time David mastered the javelin and was easily able to launch the spear high over the house. He was well on his way to becoming a master of the javelin and challenging John Reaper. Late one afternoon, after making a beautiful launch, David heard screeching from the front yard. When he reached the front lawn he found the bamboo pole plunged into the Reaper’s cat. He pulled the spear out of the cat’s leg. The poor animal, bleeding, dragged itself back into the Reaper’s yard, and hid behind a bush where Mr. Reaper found it the next day. The police were called. David hid in his room. What was the punishment for murdering a cat, he wondered. But no charges were laid. There were no witnesses to the crime and no suspects. David gave up the javelin.

It was not the last time police visited the Reapers. When the Reapers were on vacation, the oldest son, Barrie, a boy in his late teens, would hold noisy parties. As the parties carried on into the early morning, neighbours would call the police. Gordie O’Leary, David’s other neighbour, and David would crawl up to the Reaper yard, hiding in the bushes to watch the goings on. Sometimes couples would retreat into the darkness of the backyard to neck.

“No, don’t do that Nick!” one girl protested to her suitor.

David and Gordie, hiding under a nearby bush, could hardly restrain their laughter.

“Come on Donna,” Nick said. “You said you liked me.”

“You can’t tell anyone,” Donna pleaded.

“Oh, no,” Nick responded. “I wouldn’t tell anyone, honest.”

“Like hell you wouldn’t!” Gordie cried out.

“Whose that!” Donna cried.

“Oh shit!” David choked.

The boys leaped from their hiding place and ran, just managing to make it over the fence. Nick leaped over the fence and was now trailing close behind them before he stepped on a rake. The rake hit Nick in the family jewels allowing David and Gordie to disappear into the safety of Gordie’s house.

“Why’d you have to say something?” David gasped. “I wanted to see what old Nick was going to do to Donna.”

“Gordie!” Mrs. O’Leary cried from the living room.

“We just took the dog out for a pee, mom,” Gordie giggled. 

The O’Leary’s lived to the north of David’s house. Gordie was the only child, a big boned precocious boy with an easy laugh and a knack for getting into trouble. Gordie’s parents were both beautiful, his mother a willowy blonde, his father a brush cut muscled airline pilot. Some days Gordie would sneak David into his parent’s bedroom and introduce David to the exotic world of sex, magazines of naked women that Mr. O’Leary kept under the mattress. They were pictures of Swedish families at nudist camps. They also were beautiful and looked to David as if they might be related to the O’Leary’s. Gordie said that this was highly unlikely. What struck David as odd about the pictures was that everyone was smiling. They seemed overjoyed to be naked.

“Don’t they get sunburned?” David asked.

Gordie shook his head. “They’re Vikings.”

“Where are their ships?” David asked.

“They’re modern Vikings,” Gordie replied. “They drive Volvo’s.”

“Look at that guy’s pecker,” David giggled. “It’s sunburned.”

“I wonder if it peels,” Gordie gushed, setting both boys off into a fit of laughter.

Gordie had a dog, named Chico. He was a long eared beagle who loved to chase cars. Gordie was under strict orders not to let Chico run free. One day when the two boys were playing catch in Gordie’s backyard they heard a car horn and then the squeal of car brakes. Gordie looked around the yard. No Chico. The gate to the backyard was open.

“Oh shit!” Gordie cried.

The two boys rushed out to the street. The McGregor car was stopped in the middle of the road. Mr. McGregor was leaning over the body of Chico. Mrs. McGregor’s stood at the rear of the car weeping. When the boys reached the car, Mr. McGregor blocked their way and told them to turn around.

“Get your father!” he said.

“But that’s my dog!” Gordie protested but Mr. McGregor would not move.

Tears began to run down Gordie’s cheeks as he turned and ran back to the house.

“I wish it was me that was dead!” he cried to his mother who met Gordie at the front door.

One summer for his birthday, Gordie was given a pair of stilts. In a short time he had mastered their use. One day he was caught on his stilts looking into the bedroom window of David’s sister. That evening, the stilts were shortened.

One spring Gordie’s aunt visited from Winnipeg. Mrs. O’Leary invited David into the house to meet her sister. The two boys had been playing pirate that day and David had his right arm tucked behind his back to make it appear as if he had lost an arm. As soon as David had been introduced he could see Gordie’s aunt staring at the empty sleeve flapping at his side. There was an expression of deep sadness in her eyes. She tried to smile. 

“And what do you want to be when you grow up?” she asked.

David looked up at her, smiled, and said enthusiastically, “I want to be a baseball player.”
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