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ONE

 


The car I rented in Toronto was very new,
mechanically sound and quite boring to drive, completely unlike any
of the fire-sale beaters of my teens. Despite this, I caught myself
reaching down to shift the grinding gears of my bondo-ed and
spot-primered V.W. Wanda Bug as soon as I hit the city limits and
caught sight of the Martindale overpass.

A beater, you understand, is a breed of machine that
fits nicely into the narrow, tortured mindset of young manhood.
Wanda had iffy brakes and a tendency to wander to the right, but
she ran on the smell of an oil rag, and most of all, she needed me:
my tender pulls on the choke, my smooth pushes on the gas pedal and
my firm and tender pleadings on frigid mornings as I bounced in
rhythm with the laboured turns of the starter. Wanda was
transportation and she was mine, and when she turned over and fired
up, she was shit-hot. What did I want with a Mustang?

As far as anyone knew, I was back in Calgary pounding
out forgettable tea-and-date-square items for The Herald. Mom's
place was definitely out until I got this settled, but then again,
the rest of the family would probably think I was a few cherries
short of a six-quart basket.

The problem was that I didn't think I could recognize
Mom in a well-lit room.

It was still early -- about four o'clock -- and I
thought about cruising the city outskirts and working my way in,
looking for reassurance in the pink and white and yellow blossoms
of Spring orchards, but then I automatically turned off at Ontario
Street, a prisoner of muscle memory.

The old neighbourhood wasn't so much the old
neighbourhood as much as where the old neighbourhood was. The
changes had started long before I left, with neighbours selling off
their little onion patches a few at a time. Small acreages of
arable soil fell into the clutches of pen-wielding men wearing
black suits and golashes who gave out their calling cards like they
were coffee cake and rubbed their hands on their pants a lot.
Concrete haulers and lumber trucks began to replace tractors
pulling flatbed trailers of fruit and vegetables, and men with hard
plastic work-hats and leather pouches yelled at kids to go play
somewhere else while they built houses and roads and cul-de-sacs
and curbs and sidewalks in the muddy fields.

My parents eventually sold off their land too, and it
quickly disappeared into the subdivisional depths of a project
called Lakefront Village. The project builders had left a few
diseased and overgrown cherry trees standing in a meagre parkette
as a reminder of a more fertile past.

Our old house was still standing, but had fallen prey
to the remodelling efforts of a string of handy guys who wanted to
fetch a modest return from the next eager buyer. The blue roof
shingles were now red, stone-studded stucco had become aluminum
siding, and loud, reddish ornamental shutters now clashed with the
old black iron railings. There was a For Sale sign on the front
lawn. I had yet to see the place without one since we'd moved.

Idling by the curb out front, my mind began creating
glimpses of the old house: a summer wading pool fight in the front
yard; a winter flash of the world's best hockey slough a little way
back and to the left with a neighbourhood's worth of bundled,
weak-ankled skaters leaning on oversized, over-taped sticks.

Then I saw Mom emerge from the old garage, a scarf
wrapped around her face, wearing no less than three cardigans
hanging at different lengths above her apron, her right arm wrapped
around a grey metal colander full of potatoes. She stopped and
looked at me sitting in the car. Pull the scarf down, I thought.
Goddammit Mom, let me see you.

A man appeared at the house's front door. He paused
for a moment on the verandah and then came slowly down the steps
and out onto the lawn, approaching my car with a look that mixed
down-home curiosity with urban contempt. I thought about asking the
man if anyone had found the marbles I'd hidden behind the furnace
downstairs, the ones I had rolled across the uneven basement floor
on rainy days.

He was almost at the driver's window when Mom and the
old house disappeared and I realized that there was absolutely
nothing I wanted to talk to him about. My left foot depressed an
invisible clutch pedal while my right hand sought out Wanda's
gearshift. I blinked, jammed the car into low and drove on, the
man's scowl shrinking away in my sideview mirror.

There were no more stone driveways or wooden
telephone poles along the road, and no empty lots with tall, wild
grass. The dusty construction machines were gone, but so were the
tractors, and Frost fences carefully defined measured
properties.

I still managed to conjure up old glimpses here and
there: Dwayne harassing a noisy crow on an upper branch with
chestnuts from his slingshot, Nancy skipping Double-Dutch with the
Patchko twins -- ten, twenty, thirty, forty, January, February,
peaches, pears and plums -- Scott falling off his tricycle and onto
his plastic dump-truck following him on a string, me kissing
Gabrielle behind a popular clump of bushes that were now imbedded
in brick.

And then I was near the end of the road not looking
at the drive-in. For the longest time, it had sat next to an
abandoned orchard, where the trees were gnarled and oozing gummy
sap, where we could hike and play French and English and eat peanut
butter sandwich lunches and smoke illicit cigarettes.

Between that and a crumbling lake cliff was the big
screen and a hilly stone lot with speaker poles and a huge marquee
out front that was always announcing "DUSK TO DAWN SHOW" or "TRIPLE
HORROR CARLOAD NIGHT" or "ACADEMY AWARD WINNER" or "CLOSED FOR THE
SEASON". There had been a few nights every summer when the line-up
of cars would be backed up down the road to our place or further,
with horns honking, old clunkers overheating and beer bottles
tinkling from briefly-opened doors into twilight ditches. That's
when you could hear the movie from our verandah, and sometimes
right down to Lakeshore Road.

Mister Vasiliev, the drive-in's manager, was a fat
and jolly man who wore billowing checkered shirts and chewed on
huge cigars. He was well-known for doing hospital runs with
casualties from the drive-in's playground. "You not cry so much,
hoe-kay?" he told me over his shoulder as I blubbered across his
back seat of his Chrysler Imperial with what turned out to be a
sprained ankle picked up during a pile-up at the bottom of the
GIANT slide. "I gonna make sure, I gonna tell 'em not to cut your
leg off, hoe-kay? So you not cry. I got some licorice twists. You
want? You want more popcorn? Is hoe-kay, I got 'nother box." This,
I figured, was top-notch medical treatment.

He also paid kids fifty cents or its candy equivalent
for filling a bushel basket with papers and other castoffs left on
the drive-in lot. One time, Scott brought him a pair of ladies'
underwear dangling on the end of a stick, and he laughed so hard,
we thought he was going to shake apart, and then he gave us all a
package of toffee on top of our regular wages.

During Mister Vasiliev's reign, kids in the
neighbourhood would gather at sunset in the grass about ten feet
back from the drive-in's wood rail fence to watch the cartoons and
the trailers, lingering later as we got older to watch a bit of the
opening feature or the silhouetted gymnastics going on in some of
the cars. Thanks to the various nuggets of pre-teen wisdom passed
on by Dwayne and his friends, I knew that this had something to do
with dinkies swelling up.

I was starting grade six when Mister Vasiliev
retired. His departure seemed to coincide with a major construction
onslaught: the start of what I was driving through now. Some of the
other areas close to us had already been converted, including a
huge grape vineyard that had been bulldozed, built upon and given
the name Old Coach Estates. As much as most of us were sad about
the loss of a great place to scoff the odd bunch of Concords, the
smooth, curbed streets became a welcome addition to our activities,
far superior for road hockey and impromptu soapbox derby races.

Mister Vasiliev's replacement was a manager named
Dennis. We became aware of this when he threw us out of the
drive-in playground, herding us towards the front entrance and
muttering something about new owners. Soon after that, the wood
rail fence was taken down and replaced with a six-foot Frost fence
with an angled barbed wire ridge. The playground equipment was
hauled away, older people were brought in to pick up the trash and
the police began to come down and chase kids away.

These changes managed to get a lot of kids' names
into constables' notebooks. Before long, dirt bombs and chunks of
wild sod were being flung over the fence at cars, but those of us
who just wanted to watch the movie couldn't figure out why the
police assumed anyone who did that would be stupid enough to hang
around and wait for someone to show up.

A group of us were ambushed one night by a policeman
lying in wait. As we walked toward the fence to find a place to sit
to watch a Beach Blanket movie, he turned a light on us, told
everyone to freeze, and then barked out something about an illegal
trespass. Then he ordered everybody to line up. As we stood there
like a junior military troop in the glare of his flashlight, I
could see light glinting off his silver buttons and knee-high
boots. "Yeah, you kids are in big trouble now."

"We didn't do anything."

He aimed his flashlight at me. "What?"

Somebody nudged me and quietly went shhhhh. "We just
got here. We didn't do anything. My mom knows I'm here."

Someone else muttered, "Yeah."

"Is that so?" He walked over, grabbed the collar of
my shirt with his free hand, lifted me off the ground, stuck his
nose between my eyeballs and bathed my face with breathfuls of
salami and tobacco aromas. "Do you think I'm some kind of
IDIOT?"

He held me there, waiting for me to start crying, and
that was the first time I can remember trying like hell not to.
Dwayne had told me: "Once you start crying, Tom, they think they're
right." If I started to cry, it wouldn't matter; the cop would
drive us home and tell our mothers and fathers what we hadn't done
and lecture them about keeping their children under control and try
to make them feel like negligent parents.

He held me up for a long time while I stared back at
him; it must have looked like we were trying to burn holes in each
other's heads. "Tough little tart," he finally said, and then let
me fall to the ground. "I hope your mother flails the sweet
bejeezus outta ya."

Dad was standing on the verandah when we pulled into
the driveway. He walked down the steps holding a bottle of Red Cap
in his hand and listened patiently on the front walk as the
policeman introduced himself and described a supposed chain of
events. Whenever I tried to say something, Dad's eyes darted back
and forth and the policeman acted like he was waiting for a noisy
truck to go by. "He said his mother knew he was down there."

Dad shrugged and rubbed at his bald head. "That's
possible."

The cop seemed very disappointed to hear this. "Well,
if he's found down there again, the manager will lay charges."

"You actually saw him throwing things at cars?"

"We've received two complaints tonight about cracked
windshields."

"That's bad, but that isn't what I asked." Dad pulled
a little at the corner of the label on his bottle. "You're telling
me somebody saw him doing that?"

"Sir, I'm telling you your son shouldn't be hanging
around there."

"I see." Dad rubbed at his head again, looked at me
and then looked at the heads peering out from the back window of
the cruiser. "Well, thanks for bringing him home."

I walked over and stood beside Dad. The cop eyed both
of us. "I'm not sure he realizes how serious this is."

"I'll talk to him about it."

We waited silently until the cop got into his cruiser
and backed out the driveway. "Did you throw anything?"

"No. Where's Mom?"

"In the bedroom. She saw the police car pulling up
and told me to take care of it this time. I said what do you mean,
this time? She said they brought Dwayne and Scott home a few weeks
ago. You guys seem to have a real knack for being ten yards from
trouble lately."

"He picked me up like this." I pulled at my collar
and squeezed.

Dad's eyes widened. "What did you do?"

"Nothing. I told him we didn't do anything."

"Yeah, well, as long as you didn't. You'd better get
to bed." He took a swig of beer and pointed down the road. "Maybe
next time you guys should just walk home instead of using this blue
limousine service."

By the Fall, machines had started roughing in a
subdivision a few hundred yards from the drive-in's back fence, and
about a year later, the drive-in closed for good. Over a period of
three months, the big screen was demolished and truckloads of
fixtures and equipment were hauled away.

There was still a small section of wild land between
the lake and a line of fenced back yards, with a short dirt path to
the cliff behind an ancient guardrail with an old, rusty sign: DEAD
END. I parked the car and got out.

A foghorn bellowed in from the lake as I walked down
the path. Three tanker ships were waiting to get into Lock One of
the Welland Canal. I sat down, crossed my legs and pulled at some
tall grass beside me, my nostrils twitching from the smell of
rotting fish, seaweed, sand and wet wood. There were hundreds of
fish -- we called them shiners -- swimming in the shallow water,
going around in circles and doing their death dances.

I tried to picture Mom, something more than her hands
rubbing at themselves or digging into her purse for milk money.
After ten minutes, there was still no face, and I felt a tear
welling up in the corner of one eye. Goddammit Mom, where are
you?

 


TWO

 


Back in Calgary, I'd started to entertain the notion
that I'd lost it. This didn't seem all that bad or scary at first;
I was functional, I wasn't hurting anybody, and the hallucination,
or dream or whatever it was I kept having was getting to be a
welcome change of pace.

It was just a song for a while, riffs and lyrics
caught in some kind of neural loop. "It's kinda crazy... crazy...
crazy, uh huh, just CRAY-ZEE, oh ho, now, how the world is moving
faster, and my mind has turned to pasta, whoa-ho, how I'm feelin'
so bad with my synapses fried, gotta find another brain 'cause this
one done died..." and so on, like one of those bubblegum tunes you
can't seem to shake. The accompanying orchestration was grating and
relentless at first, well within the capabilities of a low-end drum
machine.

Four weeks ago, while I was finishing a performance
art review and trying to think of a pleasant way to say tedious, I
closed my eyes and the crooner and his orchestra appeared on a
tiered stage, the crooner out front, his left hand wrapped around a
ribbon microphone while his right hand periodically rose and fell
to indicate the strength of tones and timbres.

They would come and go. Sometimes they would show up
during the night, and I would find myself awake and sitting upright
in my bed in total darkness, humming along. Other times they would
join me briefly for lunch if I let my mind wander, or if a
conversation got uninspiring, and then disappear again if I thought
about it too hard.

The crooner always wore a shiny black tuxedo, a pink
bow tie, white gloves and greased hair, but the face was never the
same. There were faces from movies, faces from work, friends and
old girlfriends, my brothers, my sisters and even once my dad. The
voice remained constant, though deep and melodic, like they were
all lip-synching.

Last Tuesday after lunch, while I was sitting at my
work station typing up a sidebar for a piece about rollerblade
fashions, I found myself back in the cosmic ballroom. I started to
hear the murmur of a crowd. Portions of the orchestra were slowly
replaced with small groups of people wearing upscale leisure wear
and gesturing expansively with hands holding drinks in tall,
elegant glasses. Once the orchestra was completely replaced, I
became the crooner, singing a capella in my usual off-key
morning-shower baritone while the people around me droned on about
customized lawn tractors and kayaking in Greece.

Then everything went quiet. "That's him," someone
said. "He's crazier than a tortured dog." I turned to face my
accuser, my grade eight Geography teacher, his arm raised, his
finger pointing at my forehead. Judging by the subtle nods of the
other members of the assembly, it was obvious there was general
agreement that steps had to be taken while there was still
time.

They approached me with distant stares and china-doll
smiles, trying to grab at my bent elbows and steering me towards a
handy padded closet with a sturdy oak door. "Hey, everybody's a
little crazy," I blurted. Bunches of my jacket were clenched in
unyielding fists and someone tried to assure me that this was for
the best.

The person holding open the door to the closet jutted
out his chin. "The guy can't even remember what his MOTHER looks
like."

I opened my mouth to protest, but then I realized he
was right.

My lips slowly went back together, I shook off all
the fists, raked a hand through my hair, adjusted the bow tie and
walked into the closet. I turned around, the door closed and I was
showered in darkness.

"Tom?" The darkness abruptly gave way to a computer
screen covered with a steady stream of B's. I turned to see my
editor staring down over my shoulder, her eyebrows knitted and
purled. "You haven't moved for twenty minutes, Tom. If I was paying
you by the hour, you'd be outta here."

Nancy was surprised when I showed up at her
apartment. For one thing, she didn't think I had her new address.
"Mom must be taking it upon herself to do my correspondence again.
God, I wish that woman would take up yoga or something."

Nancy's latest digs were in a 1920's-vintage
sandstone estate house on the outskirts of downtown, about four
blocks from the main drag and three blocks from the hospital where
Mom had given birth to us. This was an area where the streets were
supposedly named after prostitutes: Tiffany Road, Della Street,
Lola Drive, Constance Way. The occasional muffled strain of traffic
noise filtered through huge, long-established chestnut trees
overhanging a narrow street lined with well-fed shrubs and heritage
homes.



There wasn't any houseguest -- as Mom called them --
at the moment, so she waved me into her living room and we killed
about a third of a forty ounce bottle of Ballantyne's before she
suggested an evening stroll through Montebello Park. Under the
fuzzy brightness of sodium vapour lights, I began to see the vague
outlines of hippie phantoms lounging by the bandshell, and a
Satan's Choice biker or two, and some kid crying because his
Creamsicle fell off its stick, and a few plain, old God-fearing
people taking in some summer evening air and waiting for the
Salvation Army band to start.

"So tell me, oh peripatetic brother, what brings you
back to the homeland this time? I mean, it's only been, what, five
or six years."

"Look, fuck off about that, okay?"

Nancy recoiled a bit. We'd already discussed the
weather, the sad state of civilization and a number of current
events mixed in with some minor catch-up details about members of
the family, the kinds of subjects you start with when you know each
other well enough but aren't sure if you're still laughing at the
same things. "Hey, easy there, big fella. Sometimes I just miss
you, you know?"

I nodded. "Sorry." I cleared my throat. "There's this
orchestra in my head, Nancy, and they turned into the yuppies from
Hell and locked me in a closet."

"Oh." Nancy licked her upper lip and re-bundled
herself under her fake wool poncho. "Okay, so you're not here for a
wedding or a funeral or something?"

"Well, there's the high school reunion next
weekend."

Nancy puffed out her cheeks. "Oh, Tom, you don't
really want to go to that, do you? They want the Rotary Medalists,
the football captains, and all those airheads who treated the
teachers like gods. 'Yes, Mister Blatherwick. No, Mister
Blatherwick. Would you like to look down my blouse, Mister
Blatherwick?' Couldn't we just get drunk and page through a
yearbook?"

"Yeah, probably, but I needed an excuse to get some
time off work." I smiled and lowered my voice. "I have ulterior
motives."

"What? Wait, I know! You've gone gay, right? You've
moved in with some steroid-infested weight-lifter named Frank with
a big thing for Spandex. You've come to tell Mom just to see if she
still gets that look of traumatic shock before she swoons on Dad's
forearm."

"That does sound like fun, but no."

Nancy slowed her pace. "Wait now. I think I've got
it. It's like fish coming home to spawn, isn't it?"

"Well, yeah. Sort of like that."

She stepped off the curb and the sole of her jogging
shoe slipped on the pavement. She hopped and skipped halfway across
the intersection trying to regain her grace. Then she stopped and
spun around, the yellow warning light flashing over our heads.
"Well, I'm completely lost here, Tom. You didn't come two thousand
miles just to drink punch with people who've turned into bald
accountants and fat assistant managers. I'm Nah-noo, remember? You
can tell me."

I exhaled. "Okay. I think I'm going crazy,
Nancy."

"What, again?" We continued to walk. "The last time
you said that you were peaking on a two-day acid trip. You kept
telling me there were people on penny farthing bicycles all over
the road and neon snakes on the insides of your eyelids. Maybe it's
just a flashback. Do the snakes talk now, or what?"

"Different crazy. Larry crazy."

"Oh, fat chance of that." Her voice lapsed into that
of an old Ukrainian Baba. "Why you come home to go crezzy? You
can't go crezzy with strangers? What I know about crezzy? In Old
Country, crezzy people sleep in barn, talk to goats. How you go
crezzy with no goats?"

"Look, ..."

"Yeah, yeah, yeah. Okay. Geez, you're stiff-necked
these days."

"I'm having trouble, Nancy."

She assumed her Bronx Definitive voice. "Whatsamatta,
ain'tcha gettin' laid enough, or what?"

I kicked at a stone. "I had this dream, and I tried
to picture Mom in my mind, and I couldn't."

"Well, yeah, so? Don't you have any pictures?"

"It's not the same thing. When I think about you, I
can see you."

She shrugged.

"I can see Dwayne and Scott and Allison, and I can
remember Dad, no problem."

She adjusted her poncho. "Mom is Mom, Tom. What do
you need to see? She cooks, she cleans, she plays bingo, she sticks
her nose into everybody's business and she asks you if you've been
eating right. As far as I know, she hasn't been declared a saint
yet."

"Can you see Mom?"

"I see her all the time."

"No, I mean right now."

We stopped. "Oh, Tom." She patted my head. "You're
thinking way too much again, aren't you? Tell you what, let's go
back and have another drink or four. This sounds like a
bottle-drainer to me."

 


THREE

 


Nancy settled into an afghan-covered rocking chair.
My scotch-on-the-rocks was resting on a coaster on the coffee table
between us; hers -- straight up -- was in her hand. She was
smiling, reflecting on the details I'd provided of my subconscious
orchestra sessions, some of which had launched her into
near-hysterics. She pursed her lips and tried to fish a floater out
of her drink. "Are you sure you haven't been brainwashed by
somebody, Tom? Maybe there's a cult someplace that wants you.
You're going to start dressing in orange velour bathrobes and make
your living carving wooden choo-choo trains."

The scowl on my face shrank her smile to a look of
mere amusement.

"What?" She shook her head. "Oh, come on, Tom. Grab
the phone. You could be there in twenty minutes. What time is it?
Not that it really matters. She'll probably get up and make you
soup."

"I can't." I shook my head and picked up my glass. "I
thought... I figured I could, you know, refresh my memory, and she
would come back."

She took a sip of her scotch. "You can't see Mom, and
you don't want to see Mom until you see Mom. No offense, Thomas,
but if we were sitting with you in a bar, we'd move to another
table."

I rubbed at an eye. "This does sound stupid, even to
me."

Nancy's face was deadpan, like we were playing poker
and she was waiting for a telltale look before she bid. "Well,
minor details like that never stopped you before. Und zo," she
said, lapsing into Freudian schtick, "maybe vee should analyze zee
situation, talk about za beginning, deal with za cycles of life:
birth, und death, und sex. Schtuff."

I shook my glass gently, making the cubes swish
around in a circle. "You're going to start talking about auras,
aren't you?"

"Maybe later. Let's go with some childhood memories
first."

I can remember falling down a lot, and digging up
sand and stones in the driveway, and jumping around in a downpour
with Dwayne and Scott; bits of memory shuffled together like cards.
"I remember thinking that all the big people in the world got
together in our back yard so they could yell at each other."

These big people, I found out later, were relatives.
They would gather in a sloppy circle near the weeping willows and
yell and point at the house, or at one of us, or at each other, and
sometimes they would jump up from their lawn chairs and flail about
like Casey and Finnegan on Mister Dressup, and they got even more
excited and insistent if anybody laughed. Auntie Millicent got
going one time, waving her finger at Dad and raving on for a
toddler's eternity, her eyes clear and sharp, her voice riding on
wafts of humid summer air. When she finally finished and sat down,
only the squeak of her chair broke the new silence. I had no idea
what she had said, but I thought it was a good performance, like
something on the Ed Sullivan Show, so I started clapping and said,
"'ray! 'ray!"

Everyone started laughing except Auntie Millicent,
who stood back up, glared at me and dug her knuckles into her hips.
Dad came over and picked me up, hoisted me over his head and said,
"'ray! "ray!" and everyone laughed even louder.

Nancy decided to bring out what was left of the
Ballantyne's from the kitchen. "Can't remember Mom, eh? Well,
perhaps THIS will refresh your memory." She threw another ice cube
in my glass.

"Have you been back to the old neighbourhood
lately?"

"Nah." She tottered a bit as she sat back down.
"There isn't really much left, anyway."

"Yeah, I know, but it's not that far from the new
house."

"Yeah, well, I've been staying away from there, too.
Mom's been getting pretty hot and heavy with her career counselling
lately. I'm not sure if you've heard about all this or not."

"You mean the return of Enchantra and Her Magic Boas?
Oh yeah, Dwayne mentioned it in his last letter; the kids are fine,
everybody's okay and Nancy's doing her strip act again."

Nancy puckered her lips and shook her head. "I guess
Mom thought I would leave all that in Toronto. I probably would
have, but I got pissed off when I got put on a waiting list to be a
friggin' cashier at Mega-Mart. Enchantra makes money. Is that my
fault?"

"What did Dad say?"

"Oh, he shot me a couple of hairy eyeballs, but he
figures it's better than starving: you know, forever the practical
man. Your brothers think it's hilarious. 'Hey Ma, everybody needs a
peeler in the family.' Yuk-yuk-yuk."

"Have they seen your show?"

"Yeah, but shit, don't tell Mom. They came a few
months ago. I sat with them before my set, and Dwayne just kept
laughing into his beer the whole time. All he could manage to blurt
out was that it was nice to see I was getting some mileage out of
dancing school. What a prick."

Dance classes: another in a long line of Auntie
Millicent's attempts to force-feed the finer things to the girls
and save them from the rest of us. It disturbed Auntie to no end
that Nancy had tomboy tendencies. She was convinced that sweet
little Nah-noo could jump over higher fences and throw snowballs
farther than most of the kids in the neighbourhood because we, the
boys, were a bad influence.

This is not to say that Auntie Millicent did not
possess a reasonable set of smarts. She had, after all, taken a
year of secretarial college, an accomplishment she often alluded to
when she was stressing that she knew what she was talking about. In
THE WORLD according to Auntie, we were Dad's boys, already lost to
lesser things, while Nancy and Allison were her girls. Christ, Mom
didn't have anybody.

Dad, apparently, had been the capper on a long line
of foolish decisions made by a younger sister who barely finished
grade ten and never broadened her horizons. "Who in their right
mind would marry a sailor?" she told the lawn chair bunch one
Sunday while Dad was away. "Especially one who shaves his
head."

Auntie, on the other hand, had shopped around
properly for a main squeeze and married Uncle Bert, an
up-and-coming real estate agent who chain-smoked Peter Jacksons and
always wore bowties and incredibly shiny and pointy black shoes. He
was always smiling and doing magic tricks for us, pulling his
finger apart and grabbing quarters from our ears.

Then he got cancer and died. Auntie kept patting my
head and murmuring that Uncle Bert had gone to a better place, but
I kept thinking that he could have at least asked if we wanted to
come visit.

At the funeral parlour, Dad pointed at a pew and told
Dwayne, Scott and me to sit and not touch anything. "What's in the
box?" I asked Dwayne in a whisper.

"That's where Uncle Bert is," he whispered back.

"Is he sleeping?"

Scott punched my shoulder. "He's DEAD, you
moron."

"Why did he die?"

"He got sick."

"I didn't die when I got sick."

"He got really sick," whispered Dwayne. "Really,
really sick."

"What happens when you die?"

"Mom says your soul leaves your body."

"What does that mean?"

"It means he smoked too much," said Scott. "Shuttup,
okay?"

The priest at the podium was in the middle of the
homily, his squeaky voice aided by a modest public address system.
"Bert told me once that he liked to think of the world as the head
of an angel. I told him that I found his outlook a little unusual,
but he insisted that if everyone thought of the world this way,
they would probably take better care of it. After all, he said, the
world is a beautiful place, but we insist on crawling around on it
and messing it all up." There were chuckles.

"What does that mean?" I whispered.

"I think it means he hated lawyers," whispered
Dwayne.

"Nah. It means we're all bugs," said Scott. "It means
we're spiders."

"What kind of spiders?"

"Huge spiders," whispered Dwayne.

"Big, hairy spiders," said Scott.

"Very noisy spiders," whispered Dad, leaning over
from the row behind. "If you guys don't shut up, you're going to be
very sore spiders."

So Auntie Millicent had a house, and a big, black
Buick with lots of chrome, and plenty of other things that she
didn't want us to touch, but more than anything she had oodles of
time, so she came over and meddled. "Those boys will end up working
in the plants, Abbie, or on the boats like Vic." There I was,
listening and trying to look like I wasn't, playing with my dinky
toys on the living room rug: all washed up. "You've got to give the
girls a chance, show them finer things. Let them find out about THE
WORLD!"

Auntie bought Nancy a tutu and paid for lessons and
made Nancy do butterfly dances whenever she came over. Everything
was fine until Nancy signed up for the girls' softball league and
came home wearing a tee-shirt with "TRI-CITY AUTO PARTS" scrawled
across the front. Dad noticed Auntie's obvious disgust and smiled.
"Those yellow letters look pretty sharp on red, don'tcha think,
Millie?"

Auntie replied with a "t'ch", best described as an
inward spit. "I'm sure your friends at the beerhall would find it
enchanting, Vic." She spent the summer trying to find some way to
convince Nancy that baseball would ruin a young dancer's career,
but Nancy persevered and snapped up an MVP award. Auntie t'ched
openly well into the Fall.

"Has Auntie talked to you lately?" I couldn't help
grinning like a fool.

"No." She laughed. "God, I can almost hear her teeth
curling. I must be back at the top of her shit list now."

"She's probably bending Mom's ear about it at least
twice a week." I couldn't see age affecting Auntie's proficiency
for left-handed compliments. She had a way of transforming almost
any joyful event or pleasant conversation into something very
solemn and unfortunate. Dad's strategy, which seemed to work very
well, was to completely ignore her, give her a wide, wide berth and
call her "old torpedo-tits" under his breath. It was only when he
thought she was really getting out of hand -- or when he was
working on his third or fourth beer -- that he would take her digs
to task, being as blunt and disgusting and rude as she thought he
should be. When this happened, Mom would go over to the kitchen
sink, rinse off some dishes and snicker out the window. That I can
see: her back at the window, her hands moving dishes between the
double sink, her body slightly shuddering whenever Dad scored a
three-pointer.

"Allison's in town, you know."

"Shrimp's back from Bakersfield? For how long?"

"Maybe forever. She's staying with Mom and Dad."
Nancy lifted the scotch bottle, noting its complete emptiness.
"That husband of hers turned out to be a real gem."

"Yeah, I heard about that, too. Well, Auntie thought
old Brendan was a dream. That should have been warning enough."

"Oh yeah, a man of THE WORLD, that guy. When I told
Allison he wanted to get me in the sack, she got all flustered and
told me to leave him alone. You remember that. She slapped my
face."

"That was because you grabbed a handful of his
crotch. Bad form, Nancy. I mean, shit, it was Christmas Eve."

"I wasn't fondling them, Tom. I told him if he didn't
smarten up, I was going to tear them off." She shivered and we both
laughed, but then Nancy stopped abruptly, probably because she
thought it was at Allison's expense. She sighed. "Well, you must be
tired." She stood up, grabbed the afghan off her chair and tossed
it at me. "You can sleep right there if you want."

"Sure. Are you busy tomorrow?"

"Later on. We'll have a late breakfast." She headed
for her bedroom. "Very late, okay?"
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I woke up much too early the next morning, but I
forced myself to stay under the afghan until stronger light began
to seep in through the venetian blinds and it was just early. The
changing levels of sunlight on the empty scotch bottle kept me
entertained for a while, and then the contents of Nancy's living
room slowly shifted from barely discernible silhouettes to the more
recognizable items of the previous evening.

She'd had some of this furniture for years, hauling
it from place to place to re-create her version of a warm,
eccentric environment. She still had the god-awful nude-on-
black-velvet painting; a present from Horst, her first serious
relationship. There was also the antique wash stand that Dwayne and
Shelley had given her, one of those darkly-stained lathed dowel
contraptions that usually gets perched in a corner waiting for the
next yard sale. Nancy had decided to turn it into a more honest
furnishing, planting aloe vera in the ceramic basin and replacing
the matching jug with a small watering can.

Nancy had never been one to worry about getting up
bright and early, so after I visited the washroom, slurped down ten
or twelve handfuls of water and contemplated a stunning selection
of feather boas slung over the shower rod, I went into the kitchen
and tried to figure out where she was keeping her coffee. I
eventually found a large jar of instant in a cupboard next to an
unopened box of oatmeal, and it occurred to me that I had a similar
unopened box in a cupboard in Calgary.

I imagined a hot, steaming bowl of it before me,
sprinkled with brown sugar and a handful of raisins. I remembered
Dad eating his with butter, salt and pepper, and Scott mixing his
with applesauce. I hadn't eaten any in years, and judging by the
yellowed price tag on the box, I was sure that Nancy hadn't either.
It was something you bought because it seemed to balance out the
look of a pantry, and then, like an icon, you kept packing it and
moving it to the next place because you'd grown accustomed to
seeing the gentle features of that smiling Quaker.

Yep, school day breakfasts in late Autumn: oatmeal,
cream of wheat or Red River Cereal. Shovel it down and get going
'cause the bike's got a flat again and you put two more holes in
the tube trying to fix it. Other kids fall in as you walk along,
forming a pack with mismatched gloves and mittens telling gross-out
jokes, undulating, and scattering when it hits the schoolgrounds.
There's about ten minutes before the bell, so you join one of the
mobs chasing a soccer ball out by the goalposts and feel like a
real star if you manage to actually get close enough to kick
it.

The bell rings. There are girl line-ups and boy
line-ups and different grade line-ups and nobody moves until the
teacher says 'cause if anyone gets pushed you have to go see THE
PRINCIPAL and receive a lecture on being a RESPONSIBLE YOUNG
CITIZEN and take a note home to get signed and nobody gives a sweet
goddamn if you got pushed first when the teacher wasn't looking
'cause if an adult didn't see it, it never happened. Leave your
boots nicely in the hall, people, and get your coat hung up and
stand by your desk.

The teacher blows on a circular harmonica, hoping
that a few of us will find a common key, and then we sing God Save
The Queen and recite The Lord's Prayer except for the Jehovahs who
get to stand in the hall. Janey, the Jehovah who lived near our
place, told me once that she liked the way it sounded out there,
all the classes singing and reciting different parts at different
times and all the god-saves and amens mixing together, a real goose
pile of noise.

You are told that you have to use the black crayon to
draw the teacher's hair even if you think the purple would look
more interesting. You aren't supposed to laugh if anybody pees
their pants, and you learn about doing lines: I must not talk in
class, I must not talk in class, I must not talk in class. I missed
a lot of recesses in grade three that way, and so did Larry, who
sat across the row. At one point, we started doing them in advance
so we could spend recess talking while Miss Zeitlin was busy with
her coffee and cigarettes in the staff room.

"Well," said Nancy, adding a yawn, "you're up early."
She made a danceless, semi-comatose entrance wearing an old and
purely functional brown terrycloth housecoat along with some
tiger's paw slippers.

"I'm always up early."

"Yeah, well, we all have our faults." Her slippers
slid over the linoleum towards me. "Did you make some coffee?"

"Just some instant."

She yawned again. "That's fine. Is the water still
hot?" She stopped and took a shallow sniff. "What are you
doing?"

"I'm making some oatmeal."

"Oh God, Tom, no."

"Sure takes ya back, don't it?"
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