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			on the rails

			On October 4, 1895, Joseph Frank Keaton entered the world in a clangorous railroad town called Piqua, Kansas. Sixty-nine autumns later Buster Keaton, now a legendary silent screen comedian, crossed Canada on a mechanized railway handcart for the making of The Railrodder, a 1965 National Film Board production promoting the scenic splendour of our country. Less than a year later, the Great Stone Face, as he was nicknamed due to his stoic onscreen expression, was dead.

			Rarely is a life so neatly and perfectly framed. That Buster Keaton – whose most celebrated film, The General (1926), involves the theft of a Confederate locomotive during the American Civil War – should enter and exit the world to the clatter of trains is a poignant and artistic structure worthy of the man’s own directorial genius. Ironic, too, given that Keaton’s name – along with those of Charlie Chaplin, Harold Lloyd, Douglas Fairbanks, Mary Pickford and so many others – is synonymous with silence, that golden and increasingly rare commodity.

			But it is the silencing of that silent culture that intrigues me, the vanishing of one rich world and the emergence of another that might be less rich, less human, less moving, for this is perhaps what we are experiencing now in our “age of ubiquitous computing,” as Adam Greenfield describes it, an age where the line between the real and virtual worlds becomes increasingly blurred.

			I know something about this vanishing myself, having spent the first thirty years of my life actively involved in a vital industry that has all but disappeared (commercial salmon fishing) and the last seventeen years labouring along as a writer in a culture with ever-diminishing patience for the apparently complex devices of metaphor, symbolism and extensive character development; a culture intent on exchanging physical interactions for digitized ones. In fact, it’s my growing sense of frustration with contemporary life’s pace, attention span and attitude toward reality that has drawn me into Keaton’s dramatic spiral circa the late 1920s, when sound changed the movies forever, when he lost artistic control over his projects and when he began a thirty-year slide into alcoholism and obsolescence that almost made his story a classic tragedy instead of a classic comedy.

			But it is wonder and joy, as much as frustration, that focuses my weary middle-aged gaze on Keaton when, in the final scene of The Railrodder, he arrives at the shores of Boundary Bay, in White Rock, British Columbia; climbs off the railway handcar; and, hands behind his back, gazes at the Pacific. Much of the past 115 years since Keaton’s birth have condensed into the figure of that lonely old man at the edge of the sea, and his own mortality. So much of our modern sense of what constitutes entertainment, art and meaning washes up against those legendary flat shoes and lifts the brim of that iconic porkpie hat. But what really haunts me is the revelation that a few miles down the highway, in Ladner, British Columbia, that same October in 1964, I lay in my crib, eight months old, pre-language, pre-walking, but already forgetting the mysterious art of the first silences and the first rhythms that we are all destined to forget.

			It is, in the grand scheme of “brushes with fame,” a small matter. And yet small matters are the origin of creativity. Would Keaton, for example, even have made The General if he’d not been born in a railroad town? Would I be fascinated with Keaton and silence if I had not, at the age of five, watched with avid delight several of his short films projected onto the side of a neighbour’s house one summer evening as the familiar musk of salmon washed over the town and the larger-than-life black-and-white figures on the clapboard moved with all the rippling, disorienting speed of the sockeye seeking to escape my father’s net?

			A small matter. Like silent film, railroads and poetry. 

			And already I can see Keaton turning away from the ocean, and the close-up reveals the iconic, unsmiling expression on his face, which is not stone or unchanging, but alive with stoic incredulity at the fate of humans in the hands of the Fates.

			Buster Keaton experienced the death of two vibrant cultures: vaudeville and the silent cinema. In the first case, he was an incredibly gifted young man in his early twenties who realized that movies were set to replace vaudeville as the dominant form of popular entertainment. In 1917, he took a large pay cut to leave the stage and team up with Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle to begin making two-reel comedies in which bags of flour hit people square in the face and the logic of the perfect gag ruled the day. In the second case, a mere decade later, after he had made all of the films on which his reputation is based, the advent of “the talkies” demoted Keaton to a contract player in the Hollywood studio system and effectively wiped out all opportunities for his genius to flourish. By 1933, still famous but now hopelessly drunk and miserable, he was not prepared for change, perhaps because years of celebrity and an unhappy marriage had eroded his confidence. 

			For the next twenty years, until a widely read James Agee article celebrating the silent screen comedians appeared in Life magazine, Buster Keaton disappeared from the public consciousness. When he re-emerged, his stoic face much-wrinkled, worn with the decades of heavy drinking and smoking, he took whatever work was offered to him, appearing in hundreds of television shows and a string of movies such as Beach Blanket Bingo and How to Stuff a Wild Bikini. Imagine Laurence Olivier making a bit appearance in an Adam Sandler movie and you’ll have a sense of the sadness involved.

			But Keaton, who never considered himself an artist, and who distrusted all intellectual efforts to deem him one, was delighted to have the work; he was old, and he had been neglected a long time. To take bit parts and exchange unfunny dialogue with teenagers in bikinis was perfectly fine by him; he was not a pretentious man in any way, and often resented high praise for his silent films, dismissing it as all that “genius bullshit.” But still, his work through the ’50s and early ’60s was sad. He was one of America’s greatest film directors, yet for nearly three decades he directed nothing.

			Then Canada came calling. To be precise, a young director working for the National Film Board named Gerald Potterton came calling. He wanted Keaton to cross Canada by mechanized railway handcart and he wanted him to play himself, as in the glory days, with silence and the artistry of expression and physical movement, with gags. And Keaton wouldn’t be acting with teenagers in bikinis this time. This was Canada in 1964, still a land known for dramatic and even imposing natural grandeur, not a wannabe sophisticated urban playground seemingly anxious to leave its rural past and hokey history behind. This was a Canada built by the railroad. Under the hum of the steel on the rails you could hear Don Messer’s violin, you could hear Tommy Douglas fighting for Medicare, you could hear people talk about national dreams without sneering or chuckling, but you could also hear the machinery destroying the very land Potterton and the NFB were setting out to celebrate.

			At first, Keaton resisted Canada’s call. Then, in July 1964, when Potterton visited him in New York and asked if he’d be interested in appearing in the Canada travelogue film, Keaton, according to biographer Marion Meade, experienced a rapid change of heart. “Keaton looked at the kid director and rolled his eyes. ‘Sounds crazy,’ he said. Suddenly a racket down on Central Park South sent him clomping to the window. He pulled it up and stuck his head out. ‘Quiet!’ he bawled at Manhattan. Then he closed the window and turned back to Potterton. ‘I’ll do it. When do we start?’ He never could resist trains.”

			The Railrodder began shooting in Halifax on September 5. The weather was already cool, and everyone involved in the film shuddered to think what the conditions would be like once they hit the Rockies. But Keaton was in his element. A documentary on the filming of The Railrodder, made at the same time and narrated by the legendary NFB filmmaker Donald Brittain, revealed Keaton as a moody, shy, sometimes petulant man, but one whose personality exploded into life whenever he discussed the delicious mechanics of a gag. His voice might have been gravelly from the decades of chain-smoking, his iconic face flaccid with the ravages of time and alcohol, but the creative spark that took him to the heights of movie stardom in the 1920s remained.

			So did the physical courage and stamina. From the beginning of his screen life, Keaton always performed his own stunts, including the breathtaking scene in Steamboat Bill, Jr., from 1928, when a whole housefront collapses on him and he escapes because he’s standing exactly where the frame of an open second-storey window falls. An inch to either side and he never would have been around to visit Canada at all in the autumn of 1964.

			But there he is, emerging fully clothed from the cold Atlantic (his character, in London, had read the newspaper headline “See Canada Now,” jumped off a bridge and swum over); there he is, finding the abandoned railway handcar on the tracks, climbing aboard and rapidly heading west; and there he is again, on a two hundred-foot-high trestle bridge with a giant fold-out map wrapped around him, covering his face, as the handcar zips ever onward. That last gag caused some turmoil between the star and his young director. Potterton thought the stunt was far too dangerous and ordered a safer scene. Keaton demurred but shot the scene Potterton’s way, and the documentary records his frustration afterwards. “I generally know what I’m doing,” he says. “That’s not dangerous. It’s child’s play, for the love of Mike.” The next day, Potterton reshot the scene the way Keaton wanted it. The map on the trestle bridge is one of the comic highlights of The Railrodder, along with the scene of Keaton having a formal tea complete with fine china (all miraculously stored in a box on the handcar). In essence, Keaton co-directed and co-wrote the film; Potterton himself admitted as much. “Let’s face it,” said the man who would go on to be one of the main animators of the Beatles’ Yellow Submarine, “he was Buster Keaton, and who the hell was I to tell him what to do?”

			Across Canada the crew travelled, over the Prairies and through the Rockies, along the banks of the Fraser, finally arriving at White Rock. The five-week journey had been a comfortable one, accomplished in style on a private railroad car with sleeping compartments and a lounge in which Keaton and his wife, obsessive bridge players, could take rubbers and chain-smoke to their hearts’ content. The travellers even had their own chef and steward. Keaton thoroughly enjoyed the trip. At one point in the documentary – which itself was a black-and-white tribute to a vanished Canada with everyone shrouded in cigarette smoke – the citizens of Rivers, Manitoba, gave Keaton the key to their city. A painfully shy man who loathed public appearances, especially when he was the centre of attention, Keaton was nonetheless moved nearly to tears by the gesture. A kilted band had piped him and his wife into the ceremony (“O Canada” of the kilts and Manitoba mayors handing out keys!), and even this quaint homage humbled the great comedian. The emotion on his famously stoic face is deeply moving to witness now. He had lived large for a long time, and his life, like The Railrodder, was approaching its terminus. The blend of the comic and tragic, the blend that defines our lives, is writ clearly on the private Keaton’s face as he blinks at the citizens of Rivers, and writ with even greater clarity on the screen Keaton’s back as he stands on the shores of Boundary Bay and gazes westward.

			I want to read so much into that old man’s stance. We’re now in the midst of another great technological transition. The world is being rapidly digitized. Hundreds of millions of people worldwide spend endless hours playing virtual reality computer games. Google tracks everyone’s private lives for commercial, and no doubt political, purposes. E-books are replacing material books, and the reading culture of the past several centuries is, like vaudeville and wild salmon and the Amazon rainforest, doomed to extinction, gone the way of nationhood and manners and other quaint rejects from a time when public figures at least paid lip service to values other than money-making and money-counting. And here, now, I want to read my own five-decade journey from childhood’s enthusiasm to middle age’s cynicism in Buster Keaton’s lonely figure on a shore only a few miles from my hometown. I want to see him turn, tears on his face, and tell me that it’s all futile but that I have to make the best of a bad situation. “Get a Facebook page, kid,” he growls. “For the love of Mike, buy one of them ­iPhones with apps, or at least a laptop computer. You’re doomed if you don’t.” I want to hear him admit that change is painful and that it defines us.

			But I can’t. To do so would be to dishonour the wonderful comedian who never for a moment accepted that his life had ever been tragic. As biographer Meade puts it, “He dealt with the pain of looking back by ignoring it.” Indeed, he always felt sorry for his fellow stars of the silent screen, those elderly, moaning nostalgics who never heard a Beatles song. When television first appeared, Keaton liked to tease Charlie Chaplin about his elitist disdain for the new medium. Stoic and bravely engaged with the Fates to the end, Buster Keaton wanted only one thing: to make people laugh. The Railrodder is a charming coda to a life spent in pursuit of that goal. That it is also a heartbreaking song to the inevitability of change and its consequent losses is entirely my problem. For The Railrodder does not end with Buster Keaton staring at the Pacific. It ends with a fully clothed Asian man emerging from the bay, a man dressed in a Keaton-like outfit who, on reaching the tracks, finds the railway handcart reversed and begins his own silent journey eastward across Canada.

			And Keaton? When he discovers that his ride is gone, the Great Stone Face simply begins walking the tracks back in the direction he had come. Such an unrelenting adjustment to fate is the reason we continue to love and celebrate the man’s films. For this reason, I cannot dishonour him. I can only do the opposite. Unwired and unrepentant, I sit in my biological frame and write in longhand the stories and poems that I hope will transcend the limitations of my private self, trust to the old connections between the single imagination and the collective heart, look down the rails at my own and my country’s past, and, like Keaton, walk, stone-faced and off-camera, into the future.

		


		
			initiation

			I first skated in 1969 on a frozen slough at the mouth of the Fraser River, so far west of our nation’s capital that you could taste the brine of the Pacific on your tongue and hear Tokyo accents on the breeze. The ice had that 1950s’ black-and-white grainy television look – the shadows under my blades were killer whales poised to break through and gnash an ice floe–napping seal to shreds. Oh, learning to skate wasn’t just a sweet and happy experience; it possessed some of the terror of a religious experience undergone by a Christian who genuinely believes in the Old Testament God.

			First of all, there was the isolation. The slough intersected a small silt island reached by driving out of town for ten minutes along a winding, unlit dike road, crossing a wooden suspension bridge, driving another five minutes past dark-rutted potato fields and barns like the hulking shoulders of headless giants, until finally reaching the entrance to a bird sanctuary donated decades before by a rum-running millionaire to the federal government way off in the east. Here, the slough was long, narrow and alarmingly secluded.

			The second part of the terror involved authority. My brother – twenty-­three years old to my five – wasn’t particularly threatening, but he smelled like beer (which he drank copiously from stubby brown bottles), Old Spice (which he wore liberally, and which emanated off a wicker ball dangling from his Mustang’s rear-view mirror) and animals (which he hunted and trapped, when he wasn’t salmon fishing and driving a tractor on the potato fields for a living – my hand, in fact, rested on a tanned muskrat hide on the console between the car’s front bucket seats). Somehow, in a way I couldn’t possibly understand, my brother’s world was adult and intimidating rather than inviting; he was a peculiar Canadian cross between Hugh Hefner and Relic from The Beachcombers, right from his open-necked silk shirts and heavy jewellery to his scale-flecked toque and flapping rubber gumboots. Nonetheless, he was, like most young men of his era, conservative; he had one foot firmly in the gentlemen’s only side of the local tavern, the other only tentatively in the free-love house parties of the swinging sixties.

			Third, was the terror of winter. We didn’t get as much of it as the rest of Canada, and so when it came, it came with the fully regal fury of the white witch to Narnia. This night, however, it had come without snow. The landscape glittered white with frost and moonlight from a porthole-sized full moon (the reason we could skate after dark), but the ice on the slough itself shone no brighter than isinglass.

			I sat on a crispy bank and gazed as far as I could into the night. Overhanging oak branches all along the near bank, only a skiff of stars low over the far bank. Something flitted through the moonlight like a flipped hockey card. And again. Something black, the size of a gloved fist. My brother, taking no notice of the hunting creature, began to lace my skates. They were like the irons from a Victorian scullery. When he tightened the laces, I almost gasped.

			“They have to be good and tight, bud,” he said. “Just like your own feet.”

			Because I was a contemplative child, fated to become that loneliest of citizens – an intellectual – I wondered how exactly my feet were tight. They certainly didn’t feel tight. Not like the skates. It felt as if my legs ended in stumps of pumping blood. I stood, tentatively. Off in the night, near the entrance to the slough, a pair of headlights swung across the bushes, then glided ghostlily toward us. Another pair followed. My brother’s body prickled like a hunting dog’s. Without looking at me, he said – and it might have been Canada itself speaking – “Here’s your stick.”

			Now, at last, came the final and most important component of this Old Testament experience. Out of his white, swirling breath, my brother had spoken. And what he had said began my lifelong love-and-hate affair with the game that most of the Canadian media and our politicians – if not quite Canadians themselves – consider a major part of our national character. For the first time, I stood in skates on ice, holding a sawed-off Sherwood that was, even so, as heavy as me, its blade like a paddle’s, its shaft thick enough to be a safe climbing branch. My brother might just as well have handed me a shotgun. I immediately felt a charge of power, followed by a curious mixture of apprehension and confidence. We were a secular family of Anglo-Saxon heritage who’d been in Canada since the middle of the nineteenth century: this was the only coming-of-age ritual I was ever going to have, and I was having it before I even went to school; others, even today, have it not long after they learn to walk. But no gathering of community, of friends, family, neighbours necessarily attends the ceremony. In my case, that would come, and soon. On this night, however, I was Joseph alone with one brother, and I wasn’t quite sure I could trust him.

			He reached into the pockets of his peacoat, pulled his hands back out and threw something on the ice. He repeated the motion three times until six pucks were scattered like buckshot for rhinoceros on the frozen slough.

			“Use your stick for balance,” he said, his eyes still on the headlights – which had stopped. Then blinked off. Now music floated over the stillness, probably from a car radio. “I’m just going to have a quick skate up the bank. You’ll be okay?”

			It was the first test of the hockey/Canada code. Could I be alone with my fear? Was there enough joy in this new faith to overcome whatever natural panic floated through my veins? This wasn’t my father sending me over the boards to take out the other team’s goon, but the challenge made me swallow hard. I knew I couldn’t refuse it.

			My brother vanished in a quick burst of grace and power. His first few strides over the black ice sounded like the workings of a scythe – then the dark swallowed him. The small roar of human welcome that followed came as a kind of dry splash. Trembling, I got to my feet. Immediately – though I did not move again – I felt my balance forsake me. If I should move either foot, I thought, I might vanish too, but not with an eagle’s fierce glide; my fate would be the eaglet’s, downward to death. And yet, the blood flow that bound my brother to me also gave me courage. I took a small step. Another. From the tangled woods across the slough, the non-human eyes took my efforts in, blinked and waited. I looked down, the blade of my stick resting on cold, black space; the solid, heavy shaft keeping me grounded. One deep breath and a moist helmet of cloud formed around me. Now. Go now.

			The crunch under my blades, first one, then the other, felt and sounded like the crushing of beetles. Second by second, I expected the slough to open and a great icy hand to yank me down. What protection did I have? From the loneliness of five years, from the indifferent wilderness, from that oddly disturbing burst of human voices somewhere in the dark? What protection from my own lack of skill?

			I had the stick. And it is no exaggeration to say that the stick compensated for my weakness and fear. I leaned on it as I lurched ahead, that intermittent crowd roar turning my attention to the loose constellation of pucks. If I could just reach one.

			It happened as much violence happens – before it was possible to prevent it. The stick clattered away. Pain flared along my hip and in my elbow. Earth and sky tilted. And then the great inrushing silence of my insignificance joined the metaphysical to the physical. The eyes blinked from the trees as if nothing had happened. The wind did not howl. My numb hands touched the ice rough as loose gravel. I might have laid there forever staring at the dim stars had the world not returned to me like a rapid scissoring of the hair close to my skull. Scritch, scritch, scritch.

			“Are you okay, bud? That was quite a spill.”

			My brother’s mildly amused face and voice hovered close. I caught the familiar powerful mix of tobacco and beer, and the smell did comfort me: hockey, the outdoors, cigarettes and alcohol. Were these not the Canadian masculine ideal?

			I nodded, and did exactly what hockey players – especially Canadian hockey players – are still widely celebrated for. That is, I toughed it out, I gritted my teeth against the pain and went looking for the number of the guy who’d … except there wasn’t any obvious enemy. In a real dark night of the soul, perhaps, the enemy never has a face or a number. And perhaps it is this primitive simplicity of the hockey code that explains its grip on the Canadian psyche? Perhaps the “eye for an eye,” or, much more aptly, the “tooth for a tooth” logic, and the Darwinian dog-eat-dog philosophy are the Canadian value system? But if so, how to beat what lacks a jersey and a number? Tim Horton, drunk and weary at the end of his career, driving off the highway, or Jean Béliveau, graceful and celebrated all his life long, gritting his teeth against the Reaper. Derek Boogaard downing painkillers against the concussive goon whose jabs never weaken, or Guy Lafleur, in court, wondering what a father can ever really do to help his son.

			The questions, the doubt, would not begin for decades, of course. At five, climbing up from the grainy surface of a frozen slough, I merely smelled the tobacco and beer, and I trusted. After all, my stick was there, and the pucks. I stood in the centre of the Saturday night TV screen, with the wilds of the world’s second largest country pushing in from all sides. If the wolves had begun to howl, what of it? Even outside, there had to be a horn to end the period.

			Wobbly, I stood, waiting while my brother returned my stick to me. He performed a tight turn on his edges, his grin a river in the wilderness. I watched his breath through my breath, amazed all over again that someone who skated so well should choose not to.

			

			A car horn blared. Doors slammed in rapid succession. I looked behind me. One pickup truck had even crept a little onto the ice, then sat like a stalled Zamboni. Within minutes, dark figures flitted along the bank. Men’s voices. And … women’s laughter. Our last name suddenly shouted like an invitation, or a challenge. My brother, still grinning, whirled away. More shouts. Laughter. A pair of headlights flicked on, then another, and another; the slough was like an airfield in a WW II movie. The lights almost reached my skates, where I stood, leaning on my stick, my heart throbbing like a bruise.

			“Come on, Bowling! Strap ’em on!”

			Minutes later, the figures along the bank became figures on the slough, cutting swiftly through the faint beams, shouting, laughing, speeding in my direction. One by one, the still pucks vanished. Then echoed the hard slap of sticks. Swearing. A puck whizzed past my blades. Jovial swearing. 

			My brother re-emerged, no longer grinning, and swooped me close, holding me against his chest, bent over, our two faces close, his legs providing the power and the guidance, mine barely touching the ice. 

			“Just wait here a bit, okay. Maybe I can get you a bag of chips.”

			I sat on the hard bank. Behind me, thirty yards away, three young, long-haired women stood by the hood of a car, smoking, so close together they must have been whispering. On the ice, the skaters – there might have been five of them; it was hard to be sure, as they changed positions so rapidly – placed two beer bottles in the headlight glow to make a net. My brother came down from the women, carrying what looked like two huge suitcases. He sat on the bank beside me, mussed my toque and began to strap on his pads. They were dark and heavy as saddles left out in the rain, each one the size of a dog’s grave. The leather straps dangled like the straps of an electric chair. Slowly, with that peculiar, existential isolation that marks all goalies, he did them up. It was 1969. He was twenty-three. My brother did not even stuff a balled-up towel down the front of his pants for protection, as he often did for games when he forgot his cup. He skated out onto the slough without a mask, like Johnny Bower or Terry Sawchuk. Or at least without a mask that I could recognize. My heart beat faster.

			The moonlight and the headlights together cast a dreamy quality over the scene, but something distinctly un-dreamlike had settled on the slough now. The hard slapshots, the hollow echo of the puck when my brother made a save – like an axe blow on wood. The figures sped up. The shouts increased. Suddenly a goalpost exploded. 

			Everything paused, but only briefly. A skater tilted his head back to empty a bottle, then used it to make another goalpost. Behind me, more vehicles arrived, their headlights adding a slight brightness to the cold moon glow. Engines idling. Blast of rock music suddenly cut off. A young man in a duck hunting cap with orange earflaps whooped and ran onto the slough with a stick but no skates. Ten feet from the bank, he slipped and hit the ice hard. Two skaters whirled close to him, poked him with their sticks and laughed. He swung his own stick at their legs but missed. Then he leaned on his stick, like an ancient Roman on his sword, except to live and not to die. Seconds later, he was skidding around after the puck, which the others easily kept from him. His cap fell off, and for a while it became the puck. Even I could tell that his drunkenness was different somehow, a matter of sport and mockery.

			On the bank, by the cars, the women kept right on smoking and whispering. Whenever I looked back at them, they didn’t seem to be watching the skaters at all. There was a ghostliness to them, for they stood out of the glow of most of the headlights, their long hair and smoke rings captured mostly by the moon. I couldn’t hear their voices, but I understood their gestures as a kind of speech.

			My brother did not forget me. After a while, he skated over, very heavily, his long hair wet at the tips, his cheeks red, his eyes vivid.

			“How are you doing, bud?” he almost gasped. “Enjoying the game?”

			At my assent, he merely smiled, then tucked the large lobster claw of his trapper underneath the opposite arm and reached into the pocket of his coat. “No chips. But I forgot I had these for you.” He gave me two slim packs, each about the size of my open hand. “Maybe you’ll get a Bobby Orr.” He winked. “I’m just going to play for a few more minutes. Do you want to skate some more after, or are you getting cold?”

			In truth, I was already cold, sitting on the hard bank, torn between the desire to be warm and the desire to actually send a puck sliding along the slough. The latter desire won out. I told my brother I wanted to skate.

			He tapped my shoulder with his lobster claw. “Sure, bud. Just let me stop a few more, then you can take some shots on me yourself. How’s that sound?”

			It sounded fine, but my toes were numb, I shivered, and the slapshots and the shouts and the rock songs rising and falling on the breeze seemed to go on forever. I put my mittened hands, each one gripping a pack of hockey cards, into my coat pockets. And waited. After a while, a skater swooped along and shouted at the young women to bring a case of beer from his trunk. With it tucked under his arm, he returned to the game. I went on waiting.

			The cold intensified. The time between shivers grew shorter. The dark all around the headlights thickened and grew blacker, despite the moon, which, though full, was small and grubby as a much-used goalie mask. I no longer wanted to slide a puck along the ice. I wanted to go somewhere warm and open up my packs of hockey cards.

			At last, one shouted word changed everything, the one four-letter word most commonly associated with hockey and Canada, the fierce competitiveness of both institutions, declaimed in the rink and the boardroom and the caucus meeting.

			Then out of the darkness the skater approached me. Second by second, he loomed larger and clearer, gliding through the headlights, becoming solid as if carved out of the ice and the night. Slightly bent at the waist, his right hand cupping his jaw, he came on. Two other skaters trailed behind him to either side, falling back like wingers.

			He shouted the word again. Then muttered it savagely several times, his face vivid as the moon and moving toward me as the moon moves outside a speeding car. And his cupped hand trying to hold the spilling blood, either from his mouth or nose I couldn’t tell. His hand like a muskrat’s bloodied paw being gnawed from a trap. With his skates still on, he clambered up onto the bank, a few feet to my side. I caught a whiff of beer, a brief, bewildered glare of pain, the same look cast by tens of thousands skating off the ice on their own power to stitches and scars and worse.

			The music stopped. And the slapshots. A strange silence descended, one I had never been inside of before, but which I now know too well, the silence of “too late.” Not the trivial silence after an overtime goal by the visiting team, but deeper, more complex; the silence of three o’clock in the morning, fifty years already played, the scoreboard clock frozen; the human silence that the wilderness feeds on without particular appetite or even interest.

			“Let’s go, bud. It’s late. I’d better get you home. We’ll come back another time.”

			His trapper was under his arm, and he held a stubby beer bottle in his hand. He sat on the bank beside me and delicately placed the bottle down. Then he took off his pads, one strap at a time, wearily, just as, for years, he’d pull in salmon nets by hand, because it was what the land gave him to do. The fishing, the farming, the hunting, as well as the hockey and the drinking that went with it: all somehow came from the land. And it was a complicated, confusing gift, a Greek gift.

			I never received it. At least not in the same way. In fact, the rain that fell a few days later and turned the slough back to water, rained all the rest of the winters of my childhood. I wouldn’t skate outside again for over two decades, when, almost thirty, I moved to Edmonton in the middle of a fiercely cold February and discovered a little-used outdoor rink in my neighbourhood. But why had I even packed a pair of skates? Instinct, perhaps, or hope. My hands reached into my pockets for those hockey cards, again and again for years, but not to find a piece of cardboard depicting a famous athlete. No, the reach was much more important than that, and much harder to explain: it was the reach of innocence for belief and community and home, the reach we hope our children make, though I have long since taken off that mask and given away that coat. I’m fifty-five years old. The comforting lies don’t always comfort. And hockey, beyond all else, is this country’s most comforting lie.

		


		
			the common currency of life

			Once, I received an 1893 American Indian Head penny in change from an Edmonton Starbucks.

			Look ye! D’ye see this Spanish ounce of gold? – holding up a broad bright coin to the sun – D’ye see it? Mr. Starbuck, hand me yon top-maul.

			I didn’t notice until I returned home, several hours later, and idly glanced at the change pulled from my pockets – an old habit, the natural inheritance of a low-income, working-class upbringing provided by parents raised during the Great Depression, parents to whom the idea of a four-hundred-penny latte would be as foreign as the idea of reading Moby Dick. Sometimes – as when I find one of the 1967 centennial coins designed by the painter Alex Colville, or one of the 1973 Mountie quarters that my mother collects and keeps in long Black Velvet Whisky cylinders – I’m in luck. As if I had suddenly discovered a penny on the sidewalk.

			Find a penny
Pick it up
And all the day
You’ll have good luck.

			But this 1893 coin was a great deal more than ordinary run-of-the-mill good fortune; this was eerie and unsettling. The little brown penny on my palm – the United States of America on one side, Liberty in headdress on the other and no mention of God or trust – had been in circulation for almost 120 years! I gazed at the coin a while, marvelling at its survival, marvelling at all that had happened since the year it had left the mint. Flight. Wars. Space travel. Splitting the atom. The Internet. Billions of childhoods and marriages and deaths. I froze, much as I had frozen the day the hundred-year-old columnist from my hometown newspaper telephoned to congratulate me on an award I had recently won. What do you say to a person born the year the Titanic sank? That man, as a boy in short pants, could have had a nice treat in a sweet shop with my Indian Head penny, this penny already two decades old in his childhood. In wonder, and almost dizziness, I gazed at the coin – smaller than the modern Canadian version, and smooth as a beach stone – and then I did exactly what my culture and my times had prepared me to do.

			I jumped online and did a quick Google search to see if my surprising Starbucks experience (I had been to no other stores that day) had dramatically increased my wealth. No such luck. Except in uncirculated condition, shiny, unrubbed, never dropped into the palm of a shouting newsie for the latest Times, an 1893 Indian Head penny fetches about ten (Star)bucks. And even coins from Ancient Rome and Greece can be bought for mere dollars – age, as in many collectable things, is no guarantee of material value. Pristine condition combined with scarcity is generally the combination that leads to early retirement. For example, if a smiling barista had handed me a 1936 Canadian dot penny, of which the Royal Canadian Mint in Winnipeg struck only a few on account of the Prince of Wales’s unfortunate involvement with a Yankee divorcee, I’d be a great deal closer to Freedom 55. Indeed, in the 160 years since Canada started minting its own money, the 1936 dot penny remains one of our most valuable coins. One sold to a private collector in 2013 for $253,000. The most valuable, however – a 99.9 percent solid gold dollar from 2007 –  sold at auction for over four million. As for the most valuable coin in the world, that honour goes to the 1794 Flowing Hair American silver dollar, which sold in 2013 for just over ten million.

			My Indian Head penny, then, is at once common and extraordinary. It might be no monetary star (to coin a phrase), but how often in the daily drudgery of commerce – a commerce rapidly becoming exclusively plastic and electronic – does your great-great-grandfather reach out and touch your hand? Besides, as the creator of the original Starbuck points out, “And some certain significance lurks in all things, else all things are little worth, and the round world itself but an empty cipher.”

			Well, I have witnessed three births and sat by one deathbed to the end – life eventually moves us on from all miracles. So I put the 1893 penny in my special drawer, with my children’s baby teeth, my Bobby Orr–autographed Vancouver Canucks program from 1979 and the first cheque I ever received for a piece of writing. Then I forgot all about it, and put my nose to the grindstone, my shoulder to the wheel, à la Allen Ginsberg: 

			America two dollars and twentyseven cents January 17, 1956 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
America I’m putting my queer shoulder to the wheel.

			Until 2012, that is, when the Canadian government decided to make us all penniless. After a hundred and sixty years, the Royal Canadian Mint ceased production of the little (mostly) copper coin, and – remarkably – within a year, the penny virtually disappeared, at least from ordinary circulation. As losses go, it wasn’t particularly tragic. Most people shrugged, some jokesters lightly mourned the imminent extinction of favourite sayings and phrases, such as “A penny for your thoughts,” “penny ante” and “That must have cost a pretty penny,” and businesses rounded purchases up or down, except on debit and credit card transactions, which can more easily record single cent numbers. Many people even applauded the abolition of the penny, regarding such a miniscule amount of coinage as an irrelevant nuisance. After all, not even the most money-conscious among us will religiously go through their pennies, searching for one from 1936 with a tiny dot under the date. Most won’t even collect the centennial coins designed by the staunchly conservative Alex Colville, whose paintings, by the way, sell for millions. As for the 1973 Mountie quarter, I’ve never known anyone except my mother to collect those, and I don’t even know why she does, except out of some curious nationalistic instinct that itself seems as, well, un-current as the penny. Besides, it doesn’t take a John Maynard Keynes or an Adam Smith to see that the days of actual touchable cash are numbered – too inefficient and inconvenient in this era of rapid digital transactions.

			And yet, a penny saved is still a penny earned. When the major banks raise service charges by a few cents, that doesn’t seem like much of an increase. But the banks make millions with such seemingly innocuous moves, and they use those millions to make billions, and they use all that wealth to exert a vast influence on the world in which we live. I simply can’t forget the penny.

			After all, I grew up in a time when men fought one another over pennies. All through the 1960s and ’70s, on the west coast, salmon fishermen and canneries battled over the price paid per pound for each of the five species of Pacific salmon. My father, uncles, brothers and cousins voted on whether to accept the canneries’ offer of $1.21 per pound for sockeye and 47¢ for pinks, or else to go on strike. Often they voted to strike. Over a penny. There was no rounding up or down for families who needed to eke out all the income they could from the hard labour they performed.

			And so did Ishmael seek more than the three hundredth lay on his maiden whaling journey on the Pequod (which, incidentally, Starbucks’ founders also considered for the shop’s name). Who doesn’t want a higher crew share? My own often depended on those negotiated miniscule amounts – and still does, though I fish mostly in inky waters now.

			And if Starbucks raises the price of a latte by a few pennies, who really notices? And if Starbucks – the largest coffee chain in the world, named for the fiscally conscious first mate of the Pequod, who said of Ahab’s obsession with Moby Dick, “How many barrels will thy vengeance yield thee even if thou gettest it, Captain Ahab? It will not fetch thee much in our Nantucket market” – if that Starbucks threatens and intimidates its employees who try to unionize, if that Starbucks promotes a benevolent capitalism wholly dependent on the whims of the wealthy, who will raise a harpoon against that implacable twenty-first-century white whale?

			No, the penny is not so easily dismissed. 

			Also in my special drawer are a handful of Newfoundland pennies that my father carried as lucky charms all the way through the Second World War. Pennies of the independent nation of Newfoundland, a nation which, per capita, lost more men than any other during World War I, a conflict that most historians now agree was extended for years largely in the name of profit. Money – even in the form of pennies or Ahab’s Spanish doubloon nailed to the mast as a prize for the sailor who first spied Moby Dick – is always power, and power is often bloody. It was Sitting Bull, after all, who said, “What white man can say I ever stole his land or a penny of his money? Yet they say that I am a thief.” A coin can be many things: “a white whale’s talisman,” a young telegrapher’s survival on a minesweeper in the north Atlantic or a rare gift in the bottom of a knitted sock on a Christmas morning in the slums of Toronto in 1932. But a coin is always a coin of the realm, and pennies once were placed on the eyelids of the dead. And what are the dead if they are not unaware? 

			So I will not only keep my 1893 Indian Head penny, but I will also take it out of hiding every now and again, to hear the voice of over a hundred years whispering, but also to relearn the lessons of basic human rights. There are the powerful and the disenfranchised. Always. I hold the penny up to hear its last words, Ishmael’s last words, my gift from the Canadian government and the Starbucks chain: “And I only am escaped alone to tell thee.”

		


		
			on handwriting
and nationhood

			Fifty years have passed since I learned cursive writing, a fine motor skill fast going the way of blacksmithing and lamplighting. That seven-­year-olds in the Canadian school system are no longer taught to connect one letter to another in a graceful swoop without breaking off (like peeling an orange in one long peel) is unfortunate but not surprising – the powers that be in government and education routinely put economics ahead of individual agency and cultural richness. Indeed, it would be naive in the extreme to expect those powers to do otherwise. The world of business is the world of communications technology: penmanship, therefore, is, as many online commenters confidently point out, “a colossal waste of time.” It matters not that most neurological studies connect the use of mobile phones to a widespread decrease in focus (the average North American’s attention span has dropped by five seconds in the past decade) and the use of handwriting to the opposite. What does it profit a society to think clearly, especially about its past?

			The question is ominous, and would surely still be so if I typed it on a keyboard instead of, as I’m doing, writing it longhand in the script first taught to me by Miss Gallagher who, during that school year of 1971, would marry and become Mrs. Noble, a fact I remember clearly perhaps only because I sat in my desk trying to run the g in good smoothly into the two o’s and then into the d, the circles in the four letters maddeningly refusing to remain uniform as I pressed the pencil down on the lines of one of those tan-covered exercise books that I painstakingly filled day after day and which my ninety-three-year-old mother, who herself won an award for penmanship at Alexander Muir elementary school in the west end of Toronto in 1931, still keeps in the bottom drawer of her bedside chest. But if I had typed the question, and then typed the word good, would the efficiency of the keyboard have allowed me to linger over those o’s so long and lovingly that – presto! – I suddenly recalled that Miss Gallagher sometimes wore round clear granny glasses on the bridge of her tiny nose and would look up and out over them at us as we looked over her blonde bunned head at the cursive examples of the whole alphabet pinned up on square cards, one for each letter in both capital and lower case, all around the room? 

			My answer is no, but I cannot demonstrate scientifically the way handwriting deepens and enriches memory, nor can I explain how the use of script requires a physical coordination and intimacy that is markedly different from the use of a keyboard. If I tried to prove, for example, that my antiquated habit of writing poems, stories and personal letters by hand has made me comfortable with long, complex sentences – comfortable enough to love them in an age that seeks greater and greater condensation of communication, to the point of using abbreviations (lol) and emojis (sad face here) – I would undoubtedly be dismissed as a Luddite, a dinosaur, an enemy of the obvious truth that a language must adapt in order to survive. And besides, there’s little hard scientific evidence, at least so far, to suggest a link between typing/texting and decreased levels of literacy.

			So all I can say, with accuracy, is that I feel the difference between writing by hand and typing. The past comes alive for me in more surprising and detailed ways when I use cursive, as if each swooping stroke is like the waving of a tiny magic wand that reawakens that small boy at his desk and encourages him to look again at the world in which he first came to written expression.

			My elementary school lay almost exactly at the midpoint between the Fraser River to the north and the CN railroad lines to the south, which means that I learned to write words and then sentences between two long sentences, the one alive with the salmon’s flowing and leaping silver syllables and the other heavy with mournful phrases of deep-black coal and the detritus of history. The river and the salmon were my family’s world, but the railroad with its ghostly cadences captured more of my attention as I sat at my desk trying to make a z not look like a y or a g. 

			Outside, at recess, in the easy black script of the slanting autumn rains, I always looked to the south, which was apt for a Canadian, then and even more so now, hemmed in by the syntactic structures of a larger empire, yet one employing a language that had grown out of a dying empire whose queens and kings gazed dolefully back at me from the money I sometimes carried in my pants pockets to buy candy. America, after all, was television, movies, comic books, sport – cultural influences that saturated my early consciousness to such an extent that, even now, if not for the more powerful impact of the land and water on which my family worked, I might not know where the American in me ended and where the Canadian began. Certainly, without that land and water, my formal education would have made me an Ontarian, because the Canadian history, politics and entertainment of my developing years were almost exclusively the product of a province thousands of miles away – what Canadian culture I learned, in other words, taught me that Ontario was Canada and that my home was … what? At best, a place of stunning physical beauty; at worst, an afterthought, the “west beyond the west,” the electoral region where, due to a three-hour difference in time zones, our votes rarely mattered during a federal election.

			But that seven-year-old boy, just entering written language, also looked westward, to the Pacific Ocean a few short miles away, that rich broth of motion and mysterious life somehow escaping all nationalistic influence, a mercurial surface and profound depth where human communication seemed tiny and vulnerable and all but meaningless. The sea, I knew, was where those rivery and coal-blackened sentences stopped, where the Stars and Stripes and the Maple Leaf and the Union Jack dissolved into the same crab-eaten fabric. How could I be Canadian, American or English, standing on a slippery deck of words over a reality that cared nothing for the discipline of any language? I couldn’t be, and I can’t be. The idea’s as absurd as the Apollo 11 astronauts feeling American rather than human as they looked back at the Earth from the moon. Yet when I read the famous last sentence from The Great Gatsby, am I not at least participating, through those letters that form those words and the words that form those rhythms, in a kind of American rhapsody? When I read the famous opening sentence about the best and the worst of times in A Tale of Two Cities is my spirit moved solely by the music or does the sentiment’s aural relationship to its expression also stir my distant and dormant English blood? And does the fact that no single Canadian sentence even comes to mind, let alone one that speaks directly out of my own distinct region of the country, make the letters I formed as a child nothing less than the bars of a cage that keep me forever on the margins of myself?

			The matter is at once complicated and simple. The poet Adrienne Rich, explaining her relationship to English from a feminist perspective, claims that she must use “the enemy’s language” to combat oppression. And while my position is certainly not as dramatic or tragic as that of a woman resisting the patriarchy or an Indigenous person resisting industrial capitalism, I am nevertheless forced to draw on linguistic resources that do not come from the same place as my love for the land and water that has always been the most potent inspiration for my writing. As a result, my literary expressions speak out of a particular geographical location whose distance from power renders it voiceless to that power. How, then, should I feel about the memories of the past evoked in me by the handwriting of what is fundamentally a foreign language when it comes from England, and a borrowed foreign language when it comes from America or Ontario? Is there any sense in which my lived experience along the British-named Fraser River in British Columbia can ever find its natural lived voice? 

			After all, I had little exposure to the Indigenous languages of the coast, and no opportunity to learn them at a time when the people for whom those words and rhythms were a birthright were actively prevented from doing so. Although my family fished, mended nets, attended union meetings and sometimes relaxed alongside members of the Stó:lō First Nations, we had limited access to their cultural
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