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Chapter
One

 Terry

 


Terry was an
only child, a big boned precocious boy with an easy laugh, a flock
of dirty blond hair that dangled in his eyes and a knack for
getting into trouble. Terry’s mother and David’s mother had become
fast friends and were in and out of each other’s houses. One day
shortly after moving into their new home David turned around in the
kitchen to find Terry standing beside him.

“Hi neighbour,”
Terry grinned.

How’d he get
into our house and who was he? David asked himself. It only took a
few minutes for Terry to introduce himself and before long the boys
behaved as if they had been life long friends.

“We’re going to
have great adventures,” Terry promised.

“Like what?”
David asked.

“Like we could
build a raft and drift down a river,” Terry said.

“What river?”
David asked.

Terry smiled
and nodded.

“Point taken,”
he said thought for a moment then added, “we could get our friends
to paint a fence for us. “

David pointed
out to Terry that all the fences in the area were made of wire and
would be impossible to paint. This did not dampen Terry’s
enthusiasm.

“Well, you’re
the first kid I met in this area who lives next door to me and
we’ve got to have all kinds of adventures. Maybe you could sleep
over next Friday and we can sneak out and howl at the moon.”

“Why would we
want to howl at the moon?”

“Because people
will think we’re wolves.”

Some days when
Terry was left alone in the house he would sneak David into his
parent’s bedroom and introduce David to the exotic world of sex,
magazines of naked women that Mr. McDougal kept under the mattress.
They were pictures of Swedish families at nudist camps. They were
beautiful and blonde and looked to David as if they might be
related to the McDougals. Terry’s parents were both beautiful, his
mother a willowy blonde, his father a brush cut muscled airline
pilot.

“You got
relatives in Sweden?” David asked.

Terry shook his
head.

“Not that I
know of,” said Terry as he leafed through the magazine.

“How come
everyone is smiling?” David asked.

Terry
shrugged.

“Why would you
be smiling when you’re naked?” David added. “I’d be
embarrassed.”

“My dad sleeps
naked,” Terry added.

“No kidding,”
David said surprised at this revelation. David had never thought
about his parents’ nightwear.

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

Terry shook his
head. “They’re Vikings and are used to getting burned on long
journeys. The Vikings discovered America.”

“Are you sure?”
David asked. “I’m sure Columbus discovered America.”

“Nope,” Terry
said. “The Vikings were here first. Probably sitting on the beach
in their lawn chairs, having a beer, soaking up some rays when
Columbus landed. It’s not like Columbus is going to go back to old
Queen Isabella and tell her that someone showed up before him.”

“How did the
Vikings know that they had landed in America?” David asked.

“It wasn’t
called America then. It called Vineland.” Terry explained.

“So if they
hadn’t changed the name to America, we’d all be Vincans.”

“I guess,”
Terry said and turned the page of the magazine.

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

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

“Something else
I don’t get,” David said when the two boys had stopped laughing.
“If American includes South America and North America and all those
islands in the middle, why do people who live in the U.S.A. call
themselves Americans? I mean, we’re all Americans.”

Terry looked up
from the magazine at David.

“Why would you
ask a question like that?” Terry asked. “I mean, is it something
that’s been bothering you for a long time? Like an itch you need to
scratch?”

David
shrugged.

“It’s just a
question,” he said.

 


On Friday
evenings, David was invited over to Terry’s house while his parents
went shopping. The boys lay sprawled out on the soft thick carpet
of the McDougall living room watching television. Terry’s mother
had left them a plate of peanut butter cookies. David was reminded
of his own mother’s cookies and how his father made fun of their
hardness by pretending not to be able to bite into them.

“The best,”
David said referring to the cookies.

Terry shrugged,
his mouth full, his eyes on the television, smiling. He loved the
Flintstones.

“How could
human beings survive in a world with dinosaurs?” David asked.

Terry laughed
at Wilma Flintstone who was using a small bird as an automatic
blender. When she finished mixing her cake mix, the bird’s eyes
were crossed.

“That was good,
eh?” David grinned.

“People didn’t
exist when dinosaurs were around,” Terry said.

“Where were
we?” David asked.

“I don’t know,”
Terry said. “Maybe we were living on an island by ourselves waiting
for the dinosaurs to die off.”

During the
commercials, Terry turned to David and made a suggestion.

“Let’s go out
and play nicky-nicky-nine-doors?”

David
hesitated.

“I don’t know,”
he said. “My mom doesn’t like me being out after the street lights
come on.”

“But you’re
sleeping over,” Terry said. “You’re under our rules now.”

“Does your mom
let you go out?”

Terry shook his
head.

“But they’re
out shopping, so they can’t say no. We could say we took Chico for
a walk.”

“But he’s out
in your backyard anyway.”

Terry’s
argument won out. To cover all bases Terry walked Chico in the
driveway for a minute then returned him to the backyard. After some
deliberation it was decided that the best house to knock up was the
Hill’s. Every other house had a kid that might recognize them or a
teenager that might chase them.

“Old man Hill
is sort of deaf,” Terry said, “so you’ve got to knock real
loud.”

David shook his
head.

“I ain’t
knocking.”

“But you got
to,” Terry whined. “It was my idea so you’ve got to do it.
Everybody knows that. Those are the rules.”

David continued
to shake his head.

“I don’t care
what the rules are. I ain’t knocking.”

Finally Terry
gave up, marched right up to the door, pounded on it so hard that
David thought he might knock the door in, turned and ran back to
the bush to where the two boys had decided to hide. The two boys
could hardly restrain their laughter. It would be so funny when Mr.
Hill answered the door and there was no one there.

“He should have
come by now,” Terry declared.

Several minutes
passed and still no one answered the door.

“Maybe there’s
no one home,” David suggested.

“The lights are
all on.” Terry pointed out. “And their car is in the drive. It’s
your turn.”

David wanted to
argue but he knew there were no grounds for his refusal. He did not
want it to become public knowledge that he was chicken hearted.
Using the protection of the bush, he crept up the front lawn of the
Hill yard, careful to keep in the shadows. Once he got to the
steps, he looked back at Terry who gave him the go ahead signal.
Silently on tip-toes he climbed the steps and reached for the
knocker that hung on the front door. The door opened.

“Good evening
young man,” Mr. Hill smiled.

David stared at
the old man. His mouth hung open. Not a word would come out. David
turned abruptly, and bolted off the Hill’s front steps, running
straight to the McDougal’s house, with Terry, laughing all the way,
only a few feet behind him.

 


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

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

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

 


Terry’s dog,
Chico, was a long eared beagle who loved to chase cars.

“It’s his
hunting instincts,” Terry explained.

Terry was under
strict orders not to let Chico run free. One day when the two boys
were playing catch in Terry’s backyard they heard a car horn and
then the squeal of car brakes. Terry looked around the yard. No
Chico. The gate to the backyard was open.

“Oh shit!”
Terry cried, staring at the open gate.

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

“Get your
father!” he said.

“But that’s my
dog!” Terry protested but Mr. McGregor would not move. Tears began
to run down Terry’s cheeks as he turned and ran back to the
house.

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

After a couple
of days, Terry decided that it was necessary to have a funeral. But
there was no Chico. His parents had taken the dog to the vet for
disposal. Nevertheless Terry held a ceremony at the back of his
yard where he erected a small cross in Chico’s memory.

“He was the
best dog a boy could have,” Terry said, his hand over his
heart.

David kept his
head bowed. Though he had never been to a funeral, he had seen many
burials especially in cowboy pictures. Terry held a book in his
right hand and began to mumble a prayer under his breath. The book
was supposed to be a bible but Terry couldn’t find one in his house
so he substituted one of his mother’s cookbooks.

A couple of
weeks later Terry showed up at David’s door with the news. He had a
new dog. The boys rushed back to Terry’s yard where a puppy had
tangled itself up in the leash Terry had tied to a tree. It was
another beagle.

“I’m going to
teach him all kinds of tricks,” Terry said with a laugh as the
puppy licked him all over the face. “Especially not to chase cars.
“

“What are you
going to call him?” David asked.

Terry hugged
the puppy who was squirming in his arms.

“Chico, of
course,” Terry replied.

 



Chapter
Two

 Old Ironsides

 


Jimmy Higgins
was a scoundrel. His behaviour was always suspect. So everyone was
skeptical when Higgins showed up at the school with a chestnut in
his possession that he boasted had more lives than had ever been
recorded. This was autumn and the chestnut wars. In a chestnut
battle, a shoelace was tied through a hole in a chestnut and then
each of the two combatants in turn had to alternately lay his
chestnut down on the ground for the other to hit with his chestnut.
The chestnut, which remained on its shoelace, won. Each victory was
considered a year in the life of that chestnut. And with each
victory one also accumulated the lives of one’s opponent.

Hickey had a
chestnut, the Ripper, that lasted three days. Almost impregnable,
it might have lived forever had Hickey not missed his opponent’s
chestnut and smashed the Ripper’s head against a rock. Then there
was Danny Cameron’s chestnut, Red Rider. Red Rider was the largest
and most beautiful chestnut anyone had ever seen. But Red Rider had
a glass jaw, and shattered under one blow from Cormier’s chestnut,
Bismarck. Bismarck reigned for several days and became the oldest
chestnut in memory. And then after one grueling battle, Cormier
retired Bismarck and put him out to stud. He buried the chestnut in
his backyard. Bismarck was a hundred and five years old. But the
age of Higgins’ chestnut seemed astronomical. Old Ironsides was one
thousand and fifty six years old.

There might
have been some who would have contested the age of Old Ironsides.
But Higgins kept detailed records of Old Ironsides victories. Some
claimed that Higgins had bought the years off other players whose
chestnut had in effect taken a dive. And this was not an uncommon
ploy but eventually the chestnut was found out and went down to
defeat. Others suggested that Higgins stayed home every night
playing with himself, sacrificing his own chestnuts to the
reputation of this one nut.

“Than take me
on, boys!” Higgins taunted. “You guys are always bragging about
your nuts. Well come on! I’m waiting.”

The other boys
were ready to do battle. Many of them rushed out to local chestnut
trees to procure their gladiators. But Higgins would not fight
everyone. He insisted that all challengers fight each other. He
would take on the lone survivor. And so on a Tuesday afternoon and
all the recesses thereafter, a series of battles ensued. Chestnut
after chestnut found itself split and severed from its string. The
battles continued as the bodies of victims grew higher and higher.
By Thursday afternoon Penny owned the lone surviving chestnut, a
warrior now battered and scarred by combat, that he called Sweet
Lou.. The question to be answered was whether Sweet Lou had one
last battle in it.

A great crowd
gathered. Someone drew a circle with chalk, the arena where the two
gladiators would do combat. Penny held up Sweet Lou to the gathered
throng so that all could see her battered shell. But everyone was
there to see Old Ironsides. Before Higgins showed his chestnut he
offered to let Penny take the first shot. This was a surprise since
the victor was usually the chestnut that could inflict the most
punishment not the one that could absorb the greater blows. Penny
gladly accepted Higgins’ offer.

The crowd
leaned forward as Higgins knelt on the ground. He took out a small
blue cigar box from his pocket. A murmur of excitement arose from
the fight crowd. Out of this box Higgins removed a silk
handkerchief. Boys leaned forward to get a better look. Higgins
unfolded the handkerchief. There was a hush in the crowd. Boys hung
over each other to catch a glimpse at Old Ironsides, as Higgins
chestnut had come to be known. There was a gasp. Higgins chestnut
was no more than a shell, a flat shell with the shoelace running
through a hole in the middle. Everyone laughed. There was no way
Higgins chestnut could survive one blow from Penny’s warrior.

Gently Higgins
laid Old Ironsides on the ground. Penny took his chestnut between
his fingers, aimed, and then laid a blow directly upon Higgins’
shell. Old Ironsides lay there undamaged. Sweet Lou bounced off and
lay on its side, a crack in its side.

Now it was Old
Ironsides turn. Penny laid Sweet Lou on the ground. Higgins took
Old Ironsides in his fingers and softly dropped it on Sweet Lou.
Nothing happened.

The crowd began
to mumble. The logic of Higgins madness became apparent. He was
going to let Sweet Lou punch himself out.

Old Ironsides
was laid gently on the ground. Penny took Sweet Lou and whirled him
once around his head then came crashing down on Old Ironsides.
Sweet Lou crumbled. There was another gasp. Old Ironsides had won.
Higgins gently raised Old Ironsides in triumph but before he could
return it to his handkerchief, Penny grabbed it and inspected the
nut.

“This is an
acorn shell,” he declared.

“Is not!”
Higgins protested.

Several other
boys examined the shell and all agreed it was an acorn.

“I think that
deserves a beating,” Penny cried out. “What do you think lads?”

Everyone voted
in the affirmative, except Higgins of course. A couple of boys
grabbed Higgins by the arms and turned him around.

Penny took the
first boot. Higgins cried out.

Big Al
followed. His feet were huge.

“Not Big Al,”
Higgins cried out.

Big Al’s foot
hit Higgins squarely on the ass. Higgins cried out.

There was a
long line of boys waiting to get their kick. It was agreed later
that if not for the arrival of Mr. Wickenhauser, Higgins’ pummeling
by the other boys would have been much worse. Penny and Higgins
were dragged into the school. In the excitement no one noticed what
happened to Old Ironsides except young Brady who had a smile on his
face and his hands kept firmly in his pocket.

 



Chapter
Three

The City

 


David felt like
a stranger. They’d only moved out of the city the previous autumn
but now on his return everything looked different. It was as if he
had never lived there at all. The whole family had made the two
hour long trip by bus and streetcar. While his parents visited old
friends, the Talbots, David went to see his old friend Dennis.

Dennis, a short
curly haired blond boy lived with his grandmother. His dad worked
all the time. He didn’t have a mom. Dennis’s mother had run off
with a cop. Dennis wasn’t clear on the details. There were no
photos of Dennis’s mother in the house except for the one that
Dennis kept in a dictionary in his room.

“You think
she’s pretty?” Dennis had once asked David.

David shrugged
his shoulders. Pretty was not a word David had any use for. It
belonged to a different world, the world of lilac water, frilly
dresses, and lipstick.

“She’s okay, I
guess.”

Outside the
boys wandered around the old neighbourhood. David had forgotten how
old and tattered everything looked. Everywhere he looked there were
discarded items: an old oil can, pop bottles, car batteries, a case
of beer bottles, a coal shovel. Amongst all this refuge, weeds
climbed to waist height. David had missed it. You could always find
something valuable amongst the treasures of the alley.

“It ain’t the
same anymore,” Dennis lamented. “You oughta move back. I don’t like
school. We got this new teacher, Miss Havisham. She’s always
yelling at us. She says I’m stupid. I ain’t stupid. I’m just not
that good at reading. Why do you think some teachers have to yell
so much?”

David shrugged
his shoulders.

“That’s their
job,” he responded.

The two friends
walked up the back lane of Galt Avenue to the old laundry factory.
The back lane of Galt Avenue was a canyon of grayness formed by
garages and walls of wooden planks. As the boys passed one of the
garages whose doors were opened, Dennis said hello to the young man
working under the hood of a car.

“Hello, Mr.
Brown,” Dennis said.

Mr. Brown
looked out from under the hood and smiled.

“Hello,
Dennis,” he said then looked at David. “Is that you, David?”

“Yes, sir.”
David nodded.

Mr. Brown was
always working on his car. It seemed to David that he spent more
time under the hood then behind the wheel. Although the boys
referred to Michael Brown as a mister, he was not many years their
senior. Michael Brown lived with his mother and older brother, his
father having died during the war, the jeep he was driving blown up
by a German land mine.

“Back for a
visit?” Michael asked.

David
nodded.

“With your
mom?” he added. Michael Brown’s attention to David’s mother had
caused problems in the Hallowell household. Although Mrs. Hallowell
referred to him as just a boy, David’s father threatened to punch
the ‘lad in the nose the next time I catch him sniffing around
you.’

“Her and my
dad,” David said.

Michael Brown
looked disappointed but added: “Say hello to your mom and tell her
to drop in at the house. Ma would like to see her.”

After promising
to relay the message, the boys continued on their way. Out back of
the laundry, a group of Chinese workers sat chatting, smoking, and
laughing. David’s mother warned him about hanging around the
laundry. She called the workers ‘aliens’. Anyone who looked or
smelled different, anyone who spoke a language other than English
was suspect in his mother’s eyes. When it came to Mrs. Hallowell’s
children, no one was above suspicion. The boys waved to the workers
who waved back.

David, followed
by Dennis, climbed under the sign that read KEEP OUT, and through
an opening in the wooden fence that enclosed the railroad tracks.
They waited for the eastbound train to rush by. David had been told
that if you followed the tracks far enough you would end up in
Montreal. During the war, before she was married, David’s mother
had lived in Montreal, working in a munitions plant. She always had
a smile on her face when she recalled those days, riding on the
back of a motorcycle through the mountains above the city. Her
boyfriend was a policeman.

“Why wasn’t
Doug overseas?” David’s father asked each time his wife introduced
the topic of Montreal. Doug was the cop boyfriend.

“Someone had to
watch over us women,” his mother responded, both impatient and
delighted by her husband’s jealousy.

David missed
the sound of the train. Every night in his new house, David woke up
at midnight from the silence of that train not passing. Someday, he
promised himself, he would visit this wonderful city of Montreal,
this city of his mother’s dreams. The city where these shiny metal
rails led.

“Remember the
day you caught your foot in the track?” Dennis said, than
laughed.

David recalled
Dennis screaming at him to get off the tracks. His foot had gotten
lodged under the rails. Dennis was in a panic. David looked down
the track. He could see the train approaching. Calmly, David knelt
down, carefully undid his shoelaces and pulled his foot out of the
black and white running shoe, returning to fetch it after the train
had passed. The shoe was in shreds. When told by his mother that
David had returned home that day with one running shoe, his father
had laughed and said something about boys being boys.

“Just like your
brother Tom,” his father said.

“Don’t curse
the boy with that label,” his mother replied.

“Miss Havisham
says I don’t pay attention,” Dennis lamented. Picking up a stone,
he tossed it across the tracks, smacking against a parallel wooden
fence on the other side.

David put his
ear to the rail. He could feel the vibration of the oncoming
train.

“She’s coming,”
he said.

The boys
stepped off the tracks and waited. As the train rushed passed the
boys, the engineer waved to the boys. They waved back.

“I’d like to
drive a train when I grow up,” Dennis said.

“You don’t
drive a train,” David said.

Dennis
shrugged.

“Whatever you
call it. I’d like to be the engineer.”

The boys walked
down the rails for a while, picking up the odd stone and smacking
it against the wooden fences.

“Remember the
day you got run over by a car?” Dennis said.

David recalled
slipping in the snow in the back lane and the car rolling over him.
He wasn’t supposed to be in the back lane so he pretended to be
dead. His mother was frantic. He lay in her arms as his uncle
Leonard sped through downtown traffic to the hospital. When a
doctor started to maul him with his stubby fingers, David opened
his eyes and smiled. His mother started crying again. For years she
insisted that it was her prayers that had brought her son back into
this world.

“Miss O’Leary
didn’t come back this year,” Dennis said. “She had a baby. And got
married. Remember how she cried when you told her you were moving.
She was nice. She never yelled at us. What’s your teacher
like?”

“He’s okay.”
David shrugged.

David recalled
Miss O’Leary pressing his face against her bosom almost suffocating
him when he announced one day that he was moving to a new
house.

“You got a man
teacher,” Dennis said. He was impressed. “I’ll bet he doesn’t yell
at you.”

“He yells,”
David said. “And he uses the strap a lot.”

“You ever get
the strap?” Dennis asked.

“Nah,” David
responded.

Dennis looked
disappointed. The boys continued along the tracks for a while until
they reached the lumberyard. Using a stick that was handy, they
propped up the skirt of the chain link fence that surrounded the
yard, and crawled underneath. David loved the smell of cut wood but
not the slivers they received scaling the perfectly stacked planks.
Often the boys climbed atop one of the stands of cut lumber. No
matter the danger, the view was worth it. From the top of one of
the stands the boys had a view of Gerard Street and the streetcars
rumbling down the avenue. It also gave the boys a view of the
entire lumberyard. Once the front gates were closed, watchdogs were
released into the grounds. Several times they barely escaped over
the fence with the barking dogs nipping at their heels.

“I’m quittin’
school as soon as I turn sixteen,” Dennis declared. “My dad says I
can get a trade.”

“What’s a
trade?” David responded.

Dennis shrugged
his shoulders. “I’m not sure.”

“Your dad got a
trade?”

Once again
Dennis shrugged and pulled out a package of cigarettes he had found
on the ground. There were still some cigarettes. He offered the
package to David who refused it. Dennis tossed the package
away.

“My mother
would kill me if she caught me smoking,” David explained then
added. “Your mom coming back?”

“She better
not. My grandmother swears she’ll beat her to an inch of her
life.”

“What’s it like
not having a mom?” David asked.

Dennis
shrugged.

“My
grandmother’s a better cook.”

David looked
over the lumberyard. Something was strange. There were no customers
walking around the yard, nor the sounds of the big electric
saws.

“The yard is
closed,” he said to Dennis.

“Holy
mackerel,” Dennis responded.

Quickly the
boys slipped off the stand of lumber and made their way toward the
hole in the fence. It was Sunday. The lumberyard was closed which
meant that the dogs were loose. They reached the fence without
incident and crawled back under the fence. The boys made their way
back to the lane that ran behind Galt Avenue. Dennis pointed out an
old Studebaker with four flat tires that sat in a garden of weeds
and tall grass. Dennis poked David in the arm.

“Remember the
time you fell off that car and almost lost your leg? That would
have been so neat if you’d lost your leg. I saw a dog once that had
lost a leg. He sort of hopped around like a rabbit."

David
remembered. The boys had climbed atop the Studebaker many times. It
was after a rain that David slipped off the roof and onto a rock
that drove deep into his knee. He remembered his mother screaming
as she ran down Galt Avenue with David in her arms, blood running
off his leg onto the sidewalk. She burst into Dr. Yarmy’s waiting
room, passed his receptionist and into one of the private rooms
where the doctor was treating another patient.

“My boy!” she
cried.

David received
a couple dozen stitches and a horseshoe scar that gave him a heroic
status amongst the other boys on the block. The dried blood was
tattooed on the sidewalk for the rest of the summer.

“You still got
the scar?” Dennis asked.

David pulled up
his pant leg and showed the scar.

“It looks
smaller,” Dennis said. “You think it’ll disappear one day?”

“I hope not,”
David said.

“I got my
tonsils out,” Dennis said smiling with pride.

“Did it
hurt?”

“Nah. They put
you out.”

David nodded
then suggested:

“Let’s go see
Russell.”

“Can’t,” Dennis
said shaking his head. “He moved to Scarborough. You ever been to
Scarborough?”

David shook his
head.

“Me neither,”
Dennis responded then added. “Russell says his backyard has a
swimming pool in it, but I didn’t believe him. How could a backyard
be that big?”

David shrugged.
He didn’t have the heart to describe to Dennis the size of his new
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