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1.

Since I was six
years old I've roamed the streets of my neightbourhood. At 11 in
the evening into the early morning. I used to crawl out of the
house using the milk box. The hours when the creatures come out.
Raccoons. Snakes. Deer. And the cats. And other kids. The younger
kids are out to catch frogs. They like to force feed the snakes.
The older kids are mostly peeping Toms. But they disappear around
midnight.

If you go into
the hydro field you can hear giggling in the high grass.


I like to go
out and breath in the cold night air and have a smoke. Our house is
like an opium den for nicotine. My parents smoke. My older brother
smokes. And my grandfather. He mostly rants. But I'm not allowed to
smoke.

I love that
feeling of the smoke curling into my lungs. And then resting their
awhile before it makes its journey back out through my nasal
passages. It is so comforting. I steal most of my cigarettes from
my parents. They buy cartons and almost never monitor their intake.
My brother is out of bounds. If he caught me, I would get my ass
kicked.


Grandpa



I catch my
grandfather roaming through the hydro field at night. He has
Alzheimer's. I'll bring him home or set him up in the backyard with
a lawn chair and convince him he is crossing the north Atlantic
aboard a steamer. Its how he came to Canada when he was a boy. He
hears the voices of the sirens calling out to him. My parents talk
about putting him in a home but then they get caught up in other
business. My brother uses him to buy booze. I don't drink.


Most of the
younger kids smoke. Steal cigarettes from their dads. Nobody
thought too much about lung cancer back then. If you got it, you
were just unlucky. Your number was up. I never share my cigarettes.
Word gets around and you got half the neighbourhood talking about
you. That's what my stepfather taught me. Keep everything to
yourself.


Stepfather


Most of the
time I feel hollow. There is no real me. Like an open window the
wind blows through. And that is what the night is like. The noise
lowers. I feel peaceful. Out of time.

Winter is
nirvana. The burb is bright with the snow on the ground and the
street lights. The crunch beneath your feet. Sometimes you might
see a cat pounding through the snow trying to escape to someplace
warmer. You don't see many kids. I loved it out there. Except for
the distant sounds of a highway, it was quiet. At times it felt as
if all human life had been removed and there was just me. And the
wind howling.

I can't go
through this again.[image: tmp_dffc3f6c7badcdda5a39971aa80e0fc8_mUZSdg_html_66625aaa.jpg]



Mrs.
Anderson


I feel like a
cat that has been left at someone's doorstep. Sometimes on cool
nights Mrs. Anderson takes me into her house and feeds me. We don't
talk much. She makes me brush my teeth. She asks if I have anything
I want to talk about. I never do. I watch a little television while
she reads the newspaper. Mrs. Anderson is a widow. She has no kids
so I suppose I'm a pet. I tell her I'm pretty good at taking care
of myself. You're too young to be taking care of yourself , she
says and then adds. I have half a mind to call the Children's Aid.
But she doesn't.

*

If people knew
how many raccoons there were in the neighbourhood they'd have a
culling. One night I had a face to face confrontation with a
coyote. He had a cat hanging out of his mouth. We stared at each
other for a long time before he sauntered off to dine. But the
strangest looking creatures are the possums. Ugly. No wonder
they're not pets. And you have a lot of bats, especially after the
sun goes down. They feast on the evening insects. Occasionally an
owl or a hawk will sweep down trying to grab a fox, or a squirrel.
There are even rats near the creek that runs down the hydro field.
A skunk. A porcupine. And snakes. Mostly grass snakes.


Frank
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One night I was
having a smoke at the old Cheevers' house. We call it old because
it burnt down and now there's a new house being built on its stead.
Sort of like a tombstone. This guy steps up to the front porch. I
wouldn't have been surprised if he was a Jehovah Witness. He was
wearing a suit and tie.

“Mind if I join
ya?” he said.

“Sure.” I
replied. I wasn't afraid that the guy would turn out to be some
kind of freak. I always carried a pocket knife.

He lit up a
cigarette.

“Sure is quiet
at this time of night.”

I nodded. Then
I remembered that it was me who had spoken.

“My name is
Frank,” he said, went into the house and hung himself. But that was
weeks later.

“Mario.” I
responded.

“Isn't it kind
of late for someone your age to be out?”

“Kind of late
for anyone to be about.”

“Lots on my
mind. And I have trouble sleeping. Runs in the family.”

And that's how
our first conversation ended.

*

Her blouse was
ripped and she was crying and she didn't have shoes on and she ran
right passed me. I don't think she saw me. I'd seen her in church
with her family. A twin sister and two younger brothers. Her mother
gave piano lessons. My mom sent me for some. But music just didn't
take with me. And the lady, Mrs. Warren, had real bad body odour. I
looked around to see if anyone was chasing the girl. The street was
empty. I could have followed her but what was I going to do about
her state of panic.

It wasn't the
first or last time I caught some young woman in distress during
these hours. It felt like you were in someone's nightmare. That
these weren't real people but phantoms. My mother wanted a girl and
then I was born. A disappointment. But they didn't have the receipt
so they couldn't take me back. And I'm glad I wasn't born female.
Too many dangers. Too many problems. I didn't realize that I was
saying all this out loud. I thought I was just thinking.

“That is
peculiar,” Frank said. “My wife is divorcing me.”

I didn't know
why he was telling this to me.

“Did you forget
her birthday?”

Frank looked at
me. “Your parents get along?”

I shrugged my
shoulders. “They pretty much act the same way all the time.”

“You got
kids?”

“Had. One.
Died. Some kind of brain disease. Doctors weren't really sure. Sons
die for their father's sins.

I didn't like
that. My stepfather and my biological had committed plenty of
sins.


Cheryl


I fell asleep a
lot at school. My parents were called to the school. They didn't
show up. I was there by myself.

“Is everything
alright at home?” Sister Bernadette asked.

“Its pretty
much the same as its always been.”

“Could you
expand on that for me?”

“I can't do
that, Sister. My dad told me that what goes on in our house is no
one else's business.”

“I see,” Sister
nodded. “Miss Grace told me that you sometimes come to school with
bruises on your arms.”

“I'm pretty
clumsy. My dad says that I'm going to kill myself some day. By
accident.”

“Your father doesn't hit you, does he?” She asked.

I lied. Most of
the time I think I deserved it. Other times it was just being in
the wrong place at the wrong time.


Earl
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My brother was
a lot older than me. He was nineteen. Dropped out of school as soon
as he could. Now he worked on cars. And other stuff. Stealing
mostly. Our garage was filled with stuff from the neighbourhood. My
dad would take it down to this place in the city. Runnymede. He
showed us how you fence stuff. And not to go around flashing money.
People were curious and envious. Everyone wants to know how to pick
up easy money. My dad, actually my step dad, was a welder. My
brother's name was Earl. My stepdad was Earl's biological father.
Its complicated.

People say I'm
old for my age. Mature. I started sneaking into people's houses.
The one's that had a milk box. I'd walk around. Make myself a
sandwich. You could hear everyone breathing. One time I heard a
lady crying. That was creepy. And the snoring. Everyone snores.
Even the dogs. You'd think the dogs would bark at me. But I knew
them all. One time I heard slapping. It was a guy and his wife. She
was hitting him. I got out of there quick. Violence freaks me
out.

*

Danny, Kenny,
and Shamus were skinny dipping in the Williams pool. I could hear
them from a block away. I watched them from the hydro field. I
couldn't believe no one inside the house heard them. Then I heard
the police sirens. You should have seen those guys run. Buck naked,
holding their clothes, running under the moon across the hydro
field. I wondered why the cops had their sirens on. I figured they
didn't really want to catch those kids. Just scare them.

*

“You gotta a
girl?” Frank asked.

Frank was now
supplying me with cigarettes which is why I kept showing up at the
house. It was about half finished.

“I'm nine years
old,” I said.

I flicked my
ashes into a can that Frank had brought. He said we didn't want to
leave evidence that we'd been here.

“I've always
had women,” Frank said. “Can't explain it. They just like me. Maybe
its the gap in my front teeth. Women like a good gap.”

I smiled. I had
a gap.

“I got a sweet
tooth,” Frank said. “For women.”


Uncle Ray


I remember the
first time the cops came for Earl. It was when he was in high
school. He'd stolen a bunch of cameras. They caught him on the
cameras the school installed the year before. Stole the wrong
cameras. My step dad was pissed. Earl should have known about the
surveillance cameras. We got a lawyer. Earl was let off with a
warning. The school didn't want to get into long court battle. And
if there was one thing my step dad knew, it was how to use the law
in his favour. When Earl was home alone my mother beat the shit out
of him. Earl couldn't defend himself. She had backup.

People went on
holidays. We never did. I couldn't believe my good fortune. I could
sneak into their houses, even sleep overnight. In Shamus O'Hara's
house I found a stash of skin magazines, nudest camps in Sweden.
There was generally a lot of porn hidden by folks. Most of it under
their beds so I figured the wives were in on it. And money. People
left money lying around. I never took all of it. Just a percentage.
Like a tax. You get greedy, you get caught. And then I found the
diary.


Emily
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Emily had an
old face. She always seemed sad. She was quiet. Sitting in front of
me in Miss Kelly's class she hardly spoke. Never answered a
question. About anything. And she started to bring me things. Candy
from the store. Comic books. I never gave her anything. And then on
a summer evening I broke into her family's home and started reading
her diary. She had so many adventures. And admirers. Then I
realized she was making it all up. Sex stuff. She wanted to have
sex with her brother. But he didn't want to. Threatened to tell her
parents. This was stuff you couldn't get out of your head.

*

So why did you
hang yourself, I asked Frank.

“What are you
talking about, kid? I didn't hang myself.”

“But you're
going to. Why would you do that?”

Frank lit up
another cigarette.

“If I was to do
something like that its because I'd just want to turn it all
off.”

“It?”

“Everything.
You don't know it yet, kid, but life can be too much. Like loud
music. When you've got a headache. But I'm not going to do
something like that.”

The next week
Frank did it.

*

Ken Anderson's
little brother was roaming around the neighbourhood. He's about
seven. Same age as when I started. His name is Hugo. I asked him
what he was doing. Nothing. That was my usual answer. I realized
that if his parents woke up and found him gone they'd call the
police and everything could get ruined for me. So I took him back
home and pushed him through the milk box. About half way home I
realized that I'd put him in the wrong house.

*

I had to do
grade six over. I couldn't get fractions. Plus I was always
sleeping in class. Doing a grade over wasn't going to keep me
awake. Emily also had to repeat. She spoke more. Asked me if I ever
got a boner. I didn't want to talk about stuff like that and told
her so. She apologized. I asked her if she'd ever considered
plastic surgery. When she got older. She had. Emily told me that
she knew she wasn't pretty. It ran in the family. Her grandmother
was balding and had no teeth. And that was an improvement. Her dad
was crazy about her mom even though her face could have stopped a
train. It doesn't matter. Its whats inside that counts. Emily said
that. What if there's nothing inside? I asked.

My brother Earl
got caught stealing cars. He had to go away. Nobody seemed upset.
Not even my brother. My mom and step dad stopped talking to each
other. Dinner time was creepy. Then one day my biological dad
showed up and slept in Earl's room. Sometimes my mom slept in there
too. I stopped using the milk box to get out of the house at night.
I was getting too big. Instead I rigged up an escape through a
basement window. I asked Emily if she'd ever thought of sneaking
out of her house at night. She said she'd thought of running away
to Niagara Falls.

I started
stealing things. Watches. Tie clips. Rings. Belt buckles. Tools.
Anything you could easily fence. One time I stole a book. Lady
Chatterly's Lover. It was boring. I started thinking about finger
prints. So I started wearing gloves all the time. Even in school. I
told Miss Kelly that I had a skin condition. Emily asked me why I
was so weird. I said I wasn't weird, just unpredictable. I think
she smiled.

The night Frank
hung himself we had
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