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SATURDAY, JULY 10, 2003, 8:55 a.m.

Other than marrying Morag, today was the next best thing that should have happened to me, Norbert Reingruber, proud Hamiltonian and owner of Steel City Comics, also star goalie for the Village Idiots Road Hockey Team, MegaFreak’s number one fan, and now, a bonafide comic book writer and illustrator. Hot diggity dog!

“Fuzzin’ awesome!” I shrieked, as Spiderman swung on a rope over the ComWorld crowd, shot his web, and ensnared three thugs right in front of me. They struggled to escape but Gotham cops whisked them away down the corridor. The convention centre erupted into raucous cheering. I gave the actors a standing ovation. Spiderman landed on a ceiling rafter, spun around, and waved to his fans. What a performance! Marvel had really upped their marketing game. Wait till the guys hear about this!

I sat back down, but no way could I stop clapping: my Spidey senses were seriously tingling!

Tye Novak, my crack editor at Slacker Comics, had scored me an autograph table at ComWorld. Only minutes ago, he’d phoned me all the way from Brooklyn, New York, telling me that in less than a week Slacker had received more than five hundred orders for my breakthrough comic book The Steeltown Avenger, orders from super cool comic book shops in super cool places like New York City, Los Angeles, and even Japan. How fuzzin’ amazing was that? I’m saying fuzzin’ because I’m trying not to use real swear words.

I was so excited, I was ramming jelly beans into my mouth. Typically, I couldn’t stop stroking my beard—it’s not an Elf beard, Pappas, it’s just a little thin! Today, my nervous habit was in full swing for darn good reason. I was practically famous, and, as Tye had told me, it was up to me to now make myself totally famous. I wasn’t going to let Tye down, or Morag, or my fans. My emotions were spinning around inside my head like socks in an industrial dryer, and I had a serious case of Jimmy-leg, and sometimes out of nowhere my leg struck the table leg, and it sounded like a cannon going off, and people would turn and look over at me, and I’d say “Sorry”, and my cheeks would go all red. My throat was totally parched, even though I’d drunk all the Orange Crush and bottled water Morag had bought me. I truly hoped I’d have a voice left when my fans showed up. It’s bad enough I sound super reedy when I speak, but when my throat gets dry I sound like a cat trying to escape a tenor saxophone.

Morag had gone old school, dressed as Daphne from Scooby Doo, and her purple mini-dress really showed off her nice bum, plus she and Daphne have the same orange hair so it was a perfect choice. Didn’t every eight-year-old boy imagine Daphne would be his first girlfriend?

My Jimmy-leg whacked the merchandise bag on the floor beneath me. Morag had fast-tracked the booths before the doors opened to the public and scored a bagful of comic books, figurines, and autographs, then ditched them with me before booting back out for more. My wife is so awesome, let me tell you! She wants nothing to do with the limelight. Instead, she’s happy to watch from the wings while I “enjoy the ride”, even though she co-wrote the darn book! Man, I’m a lucky guy. Trying not to swear was the least I owed her. I don’t deserve you, Morag!

I had a terrible case of monkey brain. But when I get excited, that’s what happens. Same thing happens to my friend Donny, the poor bastardio, but way worse. I felt like a hyper kid who’d eaten way too much candy, and the candy was the crowd and I was feeding off them and couldn’t stop myself, it was that fuzzin’ good.

My confidence was super high. I felt super snug and comfortable because I was wearing my rock and roll armour: my purple long-sleeved Zeppelin t-shirt and black leather vest with all my favourite patches sewn on. And I’d already spotted at least five more beauts at the booth across from me. Man, my vest was going to be even more awesome!

I straightened out my shirt so it didn’t emphasize my gut. Tony Valentini and John Pappas say I look like a wannabe biker with a crazy Gimli beard, but I disagree, and so does Morag; she says I look like Hermie the Dentist Elf. Besides, instead of a motorcycle, I have my orange Vespa.

I was so blown away by the fact that I was sitting beside real, actual comic book writers! On my left was Dan Cohen, the writer of the awesome comic book Dragon Man, on my right, Sue Candle, writer of the Katy Moore comic books. They were way lesser known than the big comic book stars, like Mark Millar and Grant Morrison, but at least they were more well-known than me. I wasn’t well-known at all. I’m a total fuzzin’ nobody in this business, a voice shouted inside my head. I shouldn’t be here!

Sweat was beading on my forehead. I’m not an imposter. I’m not an imposter. I’m not an imposter. I breathed in deeply, slowly, and exhaled the way Morag had showed me. You can do this, big guy, she’d say.

I glanced at Dan and Sue. Come Monday, I vowed to order their books and stock them in my shop. Being new writers, they needed all the help they could get. I would definitely help them. They deserved it!

As much as I wanted to snag their autographs—Harlan and Tank would be so impressed!—I was just too darned shy to ask. Mutti says it’s because I have the shy gene, passed down from my Uncle Otto. Thanks, Uncle Otto, you German bast—! I stopped myself short of swearing. It wasn’t easy, but, I’d promised Morag I’d stop. She said I was beginning to sound like sewer-mouth Donny, and there was no way I’d lower myself to his level. Donny had acted fairly normal when he’d first moved back to Hamilton last year, but after the whole Steven Dundee business, not so much.

I’m brutally shy around famous people, not that I know any actual famous people, except for Steven Dundee, who only became famous once Donny Love made him that way in his book, Making Steven Famous, and I’m only half-shy around him, as he’s almost a close friend. But everything Donny wrote about Steven was basically a lie, so, in a way, Steven Dundee is a fictional character now. I’m pretty sure that being a fictional character in a self-published book that only sold ten copies doesn’t make you famous, unless it sells a million copies, which Donny’s book clearly didn’t.

Despite my terrible shyness around famous people, I did meet Maurice last year at Irondale Collegiate when he performed as Steven Dundee, although I didn’t actually talk to him, so that probably doesn’t count. Also, Donny doesn’t count in the least, as he’s always trying to be famous, and always fails miserably, even with his latest over-the-top, marriage-killing stunt. Poor Allison, I wonder if she even knows about it yet? How could she miss it? How could anyone miss it?

All this excitement was really drying out my throat so I guzzled an entire can of warm Coke in a single chug. Then I belched, totally not on purpose. “Sorry,” I said to Dan and Sue. Sue looked a bit disgusted. I blushed, my head pulsing like a giant field tomato.

Since I’d arrived, I’d been star-struck like an obsessive weirdo. I was blown away when I saw Jack Kirby, the famous author of Fourth World Omnibus, and Rick Geary, who’d written The Saga of the Bloody Benders, both men strolling by my booth as if they were just your average ComWorld fans. Jack even nodded at me! And my heart had actually skipped a beat! I wanted to tell him and Rick how much I loved their work. Maybe after my session, I’d gather up my courage, track them down, and get their autographs.

Tye Novak’s words from our morning conversation rang in my ears. “Five hundred units, Norb, an incredible start! Remember, relationship building is key, so tell them how much you appreciate them liking and supporting your comic book, and explain to them how The Steeltown Avenger is the first in a long series, then hit them hard with the free merch and your business card, then offer some kind of draw so you can get their email address and build a mailing list. Okay? Together we’ll make The Steeltown Avenger number one. A bright future lies ahead, Norbert Reingruber! Godspeed, my sweet friend!”

Tye’s words glittered inside my head like preciousss in Gollum’s palm.

Slacker Comics was a small publishing company in Brooklyn owned by Tye Novak and his business partner and boyfriend, Alex Jolie. They’d discovered Morag and me on ArtBuzz, this cool website that gave unknown comic book writers and illustrators a free forum to post their work. Tye and Alex had green-lighted our partial, and when Morag and I produced the final draft, Tye credited me as the illustrator, and Morag and I as writers. I’d read real good Google reviews about Slacker, and I was over the moon with excitement, but also in a wicked state of disbelief.

They did not make a mistake, you dummy! I kept yelling at myself. The Steeltown Avenger rocks! So get a grip, man, it’s real, deal with it! Enjoy it!

I kept expecting to wake up and discover this was all a dream. For the first week, I’d pinched myself at least fifty times a day just to make sure it wasn’t. Tye and Alex had been so confident in my work they’d wrangled me a booth at ComWorld. Great fellas, for sure, and so over-the-top supportive. 

You’re not worthy of being published! “Fuzz off,” I shouted at the voice. “Nice fuzzin’ try bumhead!” A little kid in Spiderman face paint squished up against his mom’s leg, freaked out by me. I smiled at him but he was still pretty scared.

Calm down, I told myself. Morag thinks you’re worthy, and she’s usually right about everything, especially when it comes to stuff about you.

To be honest, I’ve always believed that you make comic books only because you love doing it, and for no other reason. Any other reason is a bumhead’s game. And I’m not a bumhead.

But today I was feeling different. Suddenly, I loved the biz and couldn’t wait to meet my fans and loved the possibility I just might make a crapload of dough. See Morag, I didn’t say shit. I mean crap. Aw fuzz, whatever.

With my comic book and collectibles store barely breaking even, I could seriously use the dough. With Morag’s help, months after Talbot’s owner Doug Lee had retired, I’d rented the space and started Steel Town Comics.

Maybe if my series went big, I’d score enough to slap a down payment on a house so Morag and I could ditch the apartment and start a family and grow them up with all the comforts and security I’d had.

Fact: few writers get rich making comic books. Maybe none. But that didn’t stop me from hoping I might. Imagine Marvel buying the movie rights to our comic series? Offering us world-wide merchandizing deals? 

I imagined Morag and me posing with the cast and crew of our movie, arms slung over each other’s shoulders as we stood on the red carpet, cameras flashing as we filed inside Grauman’s Chinese Theatre to watch the premier of The Steeltown Avenger. It gave me goosebumps just thinking about it.

I would have kept fantasizing, if not for the arrival of Vampirella. She was wearing a couple of pieces of red material, barely covering up her private lady parts, strutting down the aisle in front of me. Then she actually winked at me. My face was burning up and I was desperate to escape her superpowered Sex Gaze. I can’t look at you, Vampirella! No way! I love Morag. I love you, Morag! Thankfully, another awesome character caught my attention.

“No way!” I shouted. I couldn’t help it. “Psylocke!” She was sexy, too, but her purple hair rocked, and she stayed cool. I gave her a thumbs up and she actually returned it.

My confidence soared. “You look totally awesome, man!” I called out. My voice cracked a little at the end there, but I didn’t care. It’s the way I am, I told myself proudly. It’s like my superpower.

Some of the ComWorld fans gawked at me. To them, I was a cool comic book artist. I waved my thanks at them, feeling more and more like a real celebrity with each passing second.

It was turning out to be a great morning. I flew out from my booth and had my picture taken with HellBoy, Wolverine, and Sailor Moon.

Pretty soon I was waving to everyone that passed by, especially cosplayers. Man, I really respect a great costume.

“Cool!” I called to a Mighty Morphin Power Ranger, and to Mercy and Echo from Overwatch, and also to the Punisher, lugging his massive machine gun. Then I clapped. They deserved it! I wished that I had the confidence to dress up, like those guys.

Then, to top it all off, I saw a real live star!

Oh my gawd, it’s him! It’s really him! “Bill, I mean, Shatner. Live long and prosper, sir!” I gave him the proper Vulcan greeting, hand gesture and all. Shatner shot me a nervous smile and picked up his pace. He muttered something to his handler. But it didn’t bother me. I figured he was getting tired of the convention circuit—hey, maybe I would be too, one day! I smiled at him to show him some ComWorld solidarity but he was already gone. He was pretty fast for an older guy!

I swear I saw Jack Black dressed up as Spider Man, slumming the rows of booths, just like any regular shmo. I almost gave him a shout-out, but then I decided I didn’t want to be a total goof and blow his cover. I couldn’t wait to tell Donny, Tony and John who I’d seen here! I bet they’d be impressed...or not. At least Donny would be.

I really wished my old buds were here to enjoy my success, or at least be here so I could chat with them. That would have made today perfect, even if I wasn’t. But none of them had accepted my invite to the convention. Tony had to work, Donny avoided even giving me an excuse, and John had just laughed at me. Tomorrow, I’d regale them with all my stories over a hot cup of Tim Horton’s coffee and a box of chocolate dipped donuts, courtesy of yours truly, after our weekly Village Idiots road hockey game. Then they’d be sorry they missed this.

At nine o’clock, there was change in the air! The security guards walked up to the stanchions and unhitched the velvet ropes. The fans thundered up to meet their favourite writers, like me, hopefully.

My confidence was riding its personal rocket into outer space. I gathered up my courage and looked to my left at Dan Cohen. “Good luck, brother! Hope your day rocks hard.” I felt kind of bad when I realized that was something Donny would have said, sarcastic-sounding.

He flashed me a peace sign, but it was hard to see his expression behind his frizz-bomb hair and beard. He reminded me of Harry Potter’s Hagrid, if Hagrid hadn’t been half-giant. I respectfully returned his peace sign. I smiled at Sue, who had flowing blonde hair parted at the side. Perched on the end of her nose, were a pair of black librarian glasses, just like Morag’s. I love you, Morag! I don’t love Sue!

Sue smiled nicely at me. I was halfway through flashing her a peace sign but her lovely smile made me blush so much I stopped. I’ve always been awkward with women. I don’t have any fuzzin’ idea how I found the courage to ask Morag out, or how she found the courage to say yes to a dopey fool like me. I love you, Morag! 

My heart ached for Sue and Dan. No one was lining up to meet them! How could that be? Their books were great! I’d read how fickle and heart-breaking the comic book business could be to writers, and now here I was witnessing it first-hand. I offered Sue a sympathetic smile, but before she met my gaze, I quickly looked away, afraid to see her sadness and disappointment.

Seven fans filed towards me, clutching The Steeltown Avenger. Seven! I got goosebumps all over. I couldn’t believe it. People actually wanted my autograph! An autograph from a complete nobody named Norb who ran a crappy comic book store in a nowhere placed called The Village on East Hamilton Mountain! Is this really happening? I pinched my thigh. I remembered Tye Novak’s encouraging words about relationship building. You can do this, Norbie Reingruber. Think down payment. Think Morag. Think starting a family!

“Hey dude,” the first fan said, “The Steeltown Avenger rocks. You’re gonna be big, man! This is the best comic since U.S. Avengers.” He was a tall, skinny man in his forties, in a black Ramones t-shirt. He was paler than Joey Ramone, if that were even humanly possible. His eyes were beady and intelligent, but he didn’t look at me when he spoke. He set the book on my table as if he presenting me with a priceless, ancient scroll. “Please sign it, Mr. Reingruber, I’d be so damn honoured.”

Mr. Reingruber?

“I’d also be honoured, Mister,” I said to the fan, “really honoured.” My voice had hit the bottom note of a new, higher octave, that’s how excited I was.

I’d bought an expensive fine-point marker just for this moment, and was mere inches from signing the front cover of my book, my adrenalin pumping, my hand shaking with nervous excitement, thoughts of stardom sparkling in my monkey brain like bits of sugary cereal, thinking, We’ve arrived! We’ve arrived! I love you Morag! Thanks for helping me make my dreams come true! 

And that’s when, out of the blue, someone or something round and black and creepy bowled violently into the Ramones guy, knocking him backwards.

Is that a dwarf? I thought, remotely, as if waking from a foggy dream. A creepy dwarf? Half the guy’s face was messed up. Fear totally paralyzed me. Sue yelped out loud.

The dwarf whipped open his trench coat and showed me a silver revolver tucked inside his belt. Light glinted off it. The sight of it dropped my jaw.

“I’m here to deliver a message from Shadow.” His voice was so deep it made Darth Vader sound like a castrated choir boy.

“What the hell, dude?” the Ramones guy yelled, shoving back in line in front of the creepy guy.

But when he saw the gun, his face went super pale, and when he saw the creepy guy’s horrible face, he turned and bolted. Someone at the back of the line yelled, “Hey what’s going on up there?”

The creep flicked his gaze behind him and saw security guards bustling towards him from down the corridor. He spun back around and pressed up against the table, leaning toward me. 

His breath stank of beef and cigars.

He grinned a row of dull, gold-capped-teeth. In the really horrible half of his face, shadows swam in the sagging skin there, and his googly eye made me think of a festering egg yolk. My stomach turned and my whole body trembled.

“Who the heck are you?” I whispered, somehow. “And what do you want?”

He leapt onto the table, grabbed my collar and pulled me into him with strong, beefy hands that belonged to a man twice his size. He whispered into my ear, in an unholy voice.

“I’m The Screw.”

He grabbed my book, flipped to page six, and tapped a panel in the top left-hand corner, then dropped it onto the table in disgust.

“Shadow read your shitty book. He’s royally pissed. Remove all your books from every store and eradicate them by Tuesday, nine a.m., or we eradicate you and all your loved ones.” He leaned closer. “Understand, Norbie?”

“My loved ones?” I stammered dopily.

“I basically just said that, ya fat dope.”

“Who is Shadow?” I squeaked.

“Ya don’t want to know.”

I didn’t care that The Screw had fat-shamed me. I only cared about the killing part. I glanced down and realized that I was drawing erratic lines on the Ramones guy’s comic book. Not Mutti! This can’t be happening! Why is this happening? Was I imagining all of this? Maybe I was dreaming.

“And no cops, fatso. Or everyone dies, yesterday!” He slapped his business card down on the table. “Only call with good news.” He flung himself off the table and out into the busy aisle. Security chased after him.

“Wow! That was awesome!” the next fan in line said. “That guy was really freakin’ creepy. He should win the Cosplay competition today. Totally believable!”

I blinked. He shoved his comic book toward me and I signed it, completely numb.

“Are you okay?” Sue asked, her voice shaking.

I nodded dumbly at her.

“He had a gun,” she whispered. “Jesus.”

We nodded at each other.

“Price of stardom,” Dan said. “Attracts all kinds of weirdos.” He guffawed good-naturedly.

The next fan in line tabled her comic and stared at me, biting her lip. There was a crazed look in her eyes. “Destinny, with two n’s,” she said, willing me to pick up my Sharpie.

I felt as if I was watching myself from across the aisle. The Screw nightmare had yo-yoed me out of myself. My mind was free-floating on a cloud of anxiety and fear.

I signed her book and off she went.

I looked down at the business card. It was black, the Screw’s phone number stamped on it in gold-lettering. I carefully slid it into the merch bag at my feet. Then I wished I could wash my hands.

I spent the next four hours in a terrible daze, autographing copies of my book. I guzzled water to try and calm my nerves. My bladder was close to bursting, but I was too freaked out to go to the bathroom.

Today was supposed to be awesome. I was supposed to be having wonderful conversations with my fans, but now all I could muster was an occasional vague and slurry thank-you. I felt as if they were all speaking a foreign language. Morag showed up an hour later and stashed more merch under our booth, and I was never so glad to see anyone in my whole life. I knew by the expression on her face that she knew I was messed up.

She draped her arm over my shoulders. Concern wrinkled some of the cuteness out of her face as she whispered into my ear. “You’re going to town on your beard, Norb. What’s wrong, big man?”

“Tell you later,” I said, dully. I tried to clear my throat.

She plunked down in the chair beside me and rubbed my back.

Morag told me later that a hundred people had lined up for my autograph but I couldn’t remember any of it. What a rip-off. A dream come true and I missed it! That fuzzin’ Screw!

I fought the urge to run and call the police, remembering the Screw’s threat. Plus, I’d promised Tye Novak I’d autograph books for the full four-hour signing session. I was caught between a rock and a hard place. I’d never felt so impotent in my entire life.

Despite the painful fact that my dream of being a successful writer was crashing all around me, and my hopes of earning enough money to buy a house and start a family, too, I realized, more importantly, that there might not be a family to support or anyone to support them if I didn’t meet that evil dwarf’s deadline.

How in God’s name was I supposed to rip my books out of stores in three days? Was that even possible? How did one do that? Fuzz!

A dark depression slogged into my chest. The Screw’s voice echoed super loud in my head. 

Why had he been jabbing his finger against the panel on page six? And who the heck was this Shadow?

I flipped to page six and studied my creation. The Avenger was facing off against Dr. Derangio and his powerful invention, the Invisiblator. Why was this Shadow guy upset over a made-up villain with a made-up weapon? I mean, invisibility? Totally made-up. Right? 

With sinking dread, I suddenly realized I was signing autographs for a first comic book in a long series that was now unofficially dead.

Dark depression belly-flopped out of my chest and down into my gut. It dawned on me that I’d become a character straight out of a dark noir comic. It was up to me to do everything in my power to save my family from certain death. The villains were mysterious and scary and—weird. It was fuzzin’ depressing.

Morag’s eyes widened when she saw the terror eating up my face.

“The Screw’s going to kill us,” I mouthed.

Morag shook her head. “Babe, what the hell are you talking about?”

I held up The Screw’s business card. “Kill,” I said, robotically.

“Norbie, you’re stressed out. You haven’t been sleeping well. You’re imagining things.” She snorted. “It wouldn’t be the first time, bucko.” She looked at my face. “You are pale. When they close the line, let’s get you a bite to eat. We need lunch. I saw a booth selling corn dogs—your fav!”

Not even the thought of a delicious corn dog could fix me. I went back to numbly signing autographs, using my right hand to steady my left. My signatures looked like Donny’s when he was impatient and in a hurry, which was most of the time. The look of sheer terror on my face had niggled Morag that maybe her husband was actually telling the truth and hadn’t imagined The Screw. I’d never lied to Morag. I only ever held back the truth for awhile, and she knew that about me, so now I could tell she half-believed me.

She bit her lip, her eyes narrowing, as she tried to decide what was wrong with me this time. Suddenly, she looked ten years older. And I knew, straight up, it was all my fault because of my stupid comic book.

Stupid Steeltown Avenger.
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IT WAS TIME FOR SATURDAY night dinner at 47 Steel Street. It was a family tradition, and Mutti would never take no for an answer.

Inside my childhood home, I called my mom Mutti; outside, Mom. I figured that one out in kindergarten, after my new friend Donny overheard me and said it sounded like “Mooo-ti”, like the sound a cow makes. He thought that was pretty darn funny. So, yeah, I stopped using the German term anytime we were out, and especially at school. I think my Mutti was a little hurt by it, thinking back now.

We’d come over straight from ComWorld. I hadn’t enjoyed the rest of the day, at all. Not even the Stargate SG-1 panel with Richard Dean Anderson could cheer me up.

Tonight, for the first time ever, I wished Morag and I hadn’t come here for our weekly dinner. I needed to be back at our apartment, uninterrupted, with time to think of a plan to rip my books off of shelves by Tuesday. The Screw kept pinwheeling in my mind. I could hardly focus. How dare he threaten my family! I thought, anger zapping me. What a fuzzin’ bumhead!

“You don’t look well, Norbie,” Mutti said, as she set a large plate of crab cakes in the centre of the dining room table. There was a dish of sautéed corn and bell peppers, and a wooden bowl overflowing with fresh garden salad. Steam poured off a bowl of herb roasted potatoes like fresh gun smoke. Mutti attended a weekly cooking class and was always trying new recipes, and tonight was no exception.

Despite my mood, the food looked really good to me, and it got me licking my lips. On the way over on the bus, I’d told Morag everything, and it had made me feel a bit better, like it always did to share with her. So now, some of my appetite actually returned, not-so-shockingly. 

“Something’s very wrong, Norbert, I can tell.” Mutti glanced at Morag, then back to me, her brow furrowing.

My Mutti is Anna Reingruber, and she’s seventy-nine. She looks way younger, though, due to her daily regimen of sit-ups, deadlifts, and long walks. She still has her thick German accent, and she has these beautiful large dimples—that’s where I get them from. I’ve always felt she has an angel’s face.

Her brown hair is curly, with not a single strand of grey, and when she’s happy there’s a twinkle in her blue eyes. But if she’s worrying, which is often, the twinkle quickly dies.

“I like your red pants,” said Karl, raising an eyebrow at me.

“Thanks Karl,” I said. “I guess.”

Mutti was sitting beside her latest boyfriend, Karl “The Great” Dabrowski, a semi-retired magician she’d met through a dating site called Sexy Seniors. I blamed myself. When I moved out, I left my old PC behind, and Mutti taught herself a few computer basics. I wasn’t sure what to make of Karl, but he was definitely a big improvement over Mutti’s last boyfriend, who she’d also met through the dating site.

On the bus ride over, I’d spilled coffee all over my jeans. At Mutti’s, Morag had passed me her red yoga pants from her shoulder bag. You wouldn’t believe what you can find in that purse. Mutti had put my jeans in the wash.

I felt like an idiot in those red tights, but Morag reminded me that Superman wore tights, so then I felt a bit better.

“Don’t worry about me, Mutti,” I said, finally. “Just flustered from a busy day at ComWorld. Sorry if I’m a little distracted.”

I caught the look in Morag’s eye and realized we were both thinking the same thing—we should have cancelled and stayed home, so we could cook up a plan to save everyone, but Morag was an excellent daughter-in-law and hated to disappoint Mutti.

Morag pressed a smile on her face and sighed.

“Well, a good dinner will make you feel better, Norbie,” Mutti said, sounding happy. “Everybody dig in before it gets cold.”

Karl smiled at us with a top row of perfectly white teeth. The bottom ones were more like grey tombstones pocked by acid rain. Before Karl, Mutti had dated a retired fire inspector named Eric Bluitt, and I’d been a little paranoid she was using his detective skills to find out once-and-for-all if her sweet son really was the arsonist responsible for the infamous Dofasco mail room fire of 2000. But I’m not an arsonist, not that I know of, and I’d told her that a thousand times. Eric had wanted to move in with Mutti, but she wasn’t interested in a live-in partner after losing my dad, Leon. He was the love of her life. In 1950, at age eighteen, they’d married, and immigrated from Germany. They’d almost given up trying to have kids and were considering adoption when the universe finally answered their prayers and blessed them with a son, me, Norbert Reingruber. Eleven years later, Dad died from lung cancer. They had twenty-four years together, but it wasn’t enough. Mutti never got over it. And, truthfully, neither did I.

Frustrated, Eric had hit the road. I wasn’t surprised. I’d always felt he was a narcissist—but different than Donny, who was a good-hearted narcissist, if there is such a thing. Eric’s favourite topic of conversation was always Eric, and that had gotten old real quick.

Behind Mutti, on the wall, there was a picture of Dad with his coworkers at the old Bick’s Pickle Factory downtown on Parkdale Avenue. He was accepting a plaque for ten years of dedicated service. He’d been a plant foreman. I felt the familiar pang whenever I saw that picture. I really missed my dad. The Village wasn’t the same without him.

The Village, which is really just a big chunk of East Hamilton Mountain, is the area around Flux Road and Steel Street. The four corners are filled with old strip malls. There’s the Irondale Bowling Alley, the Blue Ball Tavern, the Irondale Library, Super Affordable Burial & Cremation Services, Jimmy’s Barber Shop, and a bunch of other small businesses. The Village fans out for maybe four-square-kilometres, in John Pappas’s estimate, although he’s a bit of a know-it-all, so maybe he’s not so right about that.

Tony thinks it’s smaller than that, and Donny has a thousand different opinions on the subject, all of them constantly changing, of course, and we all argue constantly about the Village boundaries over coffee and donuts at Tim Hortons. And nobody else calls it the “Village”. It’s kind of our made-up name for just a regular old neighbourhood, in a medium-sized steel town. But I will say this—the Village has always been a great place to grow up and never leave. It feels right living here. I love the war-time bungalows, the way home owners keep them neatly groomed and upgraded, plus there’s tons of great schools here, like Irondale Collegiate, and lots of green space, and old friends to hang out with. About a year ago, not long after Steven Dundee’s comeback concert, Tony got it into his head to sarcastically name the corner of Flux Road and Steel Street “The Village” because, to him, it’s a shitty collection of tired businesses that should have been demolished decades ago. But I disagree, and so do Donny and John, although John’s right when he says some of the stores could use a facelift. Maybe you’d have to have grown up here to appreciate Tony’s joke. And to love it like I do.
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