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O N E


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
neighborhood wasn't so much the old neighborhood as much as where
the old neighborhood was. The changes had started long before I
left, with neighbors 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
neighborhood'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 show 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 various 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, folks, 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, a former hockey coach who had
doubts about my attitude, 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.
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