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Act One




 


Erin Brooke turned off of Eldon Road
and entered the trailer park. The twenty-four year-old social
worker picked her way through the maze of streets. Narrow but
smooth, and with a speed limit of twenty kilometres per hour, she
was looking for Oak Crescent.

She wondered how they did it
sometimes. First of all, how do they find their way around in here,
and second, how do they manage to survive at all and have anything
at all?

Erin hesitated for a little too long
at a four-way stop, looking left and right and straight ahead,
trying to get a clue as to where she was.

She’d looked it up on the city map
before leaving the office, even printed it out and had it on the
seat beside her.

An elderly man in sunglasses, with his
ball cap on backwards, sat in a golf cart behind her. He
impatiently tapped his horn. She chucked her little map
aside.

“Phooey.”

She was on the taxpayer’s dime and if
she had to drive around all afternoon trying to find the place,
that wasn’t her fault, was it? She went straight through. She might
as well keep on driving.

She still had a little coffee left in
the insulated stainless-steel travel mug.

But the case she was
visiting received barely six hundred and forty dollars a month, and
even that high figure (everything was relative with
S.S., Social Services,
you learned that pretty darned quick) was mostly because he had
partial custody of his daughter two weekends a month. The
government adamantly refused to recognize the low subsistence rates
and yet still the girl had to be fed when at her father’s
house.

She figured the lot fees must be three
hundred and fifty, maybe four hundred a month in here. Then there
was heat, hydro, the usual phone and cable or satellite. They all
seemed to have a cell phone, which she could sort of understand: a
free shit phone, a multi-year contract, and so many minutes a
month, with steep fees for going over the limit, and pay-as-you-go
all the way.

The question of how people got fed,
and clothed and maintained themselves, in any dignity at all, was a
very good one. She still didn’t have an answer.

Quite a few of the trailers and park
models were new, some were older but well-maintained. Many
exhibited brave attempts, especially on the bigger lots, at
individuality and making use of the minimal space with garden
plots, fire-places and the ubiquitous built-on three-season
rooms.

If only the basic structures, so long
and skinny, with the big window on one end, and the door always in
the same place, weren’t so all the same. Erin saw one, all sided in
cedar or spruce, which could have been a darned elegant little
getaway if the place beside it didn’t have a double lot. Its side
yard littered with an estimated fifteen thousand pounds of
brightly-coloured plastic in the form of toys for children three to
five years old…

Shit. There it was, Oak Crescent, and
she’d just gone past it.

 


***

 


Erin pulled up in front of the trailer
as the gravel driveway was obstructed by a yellow car from a bygone
age, facing out and up on blocks and with the hood off of it. A
blue plastic tarp, held down by blocks around the edges at ground
level, sagged in the middle due to rainwater over the engine
area.

She sighed deeply, noting the small
panel of plywood in one of the bottom openings on the end bay
window, and the add-on Florida room, no doubt full of shit, crap
and corruption as she called it when she wasn’t having one of her
better days.

Erin had been with Social Services for
two years, three months, nine days and about an hour and a half so
far. It was always something different, sometimes even fascinating.
She opened the door and swung her legs out, just another fine day
in the neighbourhood.

Erin took her keys, her purse, her
briefcase and her phone, locked the doors and went up to the
sagging aluminum door on the front of the addition.

The latch was broken and the bottom
left corner of the screen was torn and open. A sleek orange cat,
looking contented and bored, looked up as he lay on his back
licking a forepaw.

She could hear the sounds
of a TV and something in the trailer went ‘tump,’ possibly a heavy aluminum
sauce-pan hitting a wooden shelf, and she thought Mister Padorcek
might be in the kitchen.

There was the rumble of a voice but
she couldn’t make out any words.

Erin had an appointment for a home
visit. It was a part of the regular case routine, set for
ten-thirty a.m. She went through the outer door and firmly knocked
on the trailer door proper, set on the side, above a home-made set
of two steps, originally painted red but now scuffed and worn on
the edges of the risers.

 


***

 


“Hey! Miss Brooke.” Mister
Roy Padorcek pushed the door back for her and she came
in.

In these little places, there was
little room for formal greeting so he turned and led off to the
living room end of the space.

She was gratified to see that in
contrast to the slightly-dilapidated air of the exterior this room
was quite good, not jam-packed with furniture. There was no dog
food strewn from end to end, no randomly-dispersed pieces of
enigmatic and grubby laundry draped here and there…no kids, no
toys, no nothing. With a thin layer of dust on the fronts of the
bookshelves, it was neat and well organized without being
antiseptically-clean, which she had also seen in her travels. The
couch and chair were modern and clean, not sagging or broken, and
not all floral and fussy like so much that came from second-hand
stores.

“Well. It’s good to see
you, Roy.”

“Please, sit
down.”

She took one end of the
couch.

She opened up her briefcase on the
coffee table and drew out the form, which she would now proceed to
fill out.
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