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 Prologue

At the
conclusion of the Second World War, Canadian combatants returning
from Europe exacerbated an already-chronic housing shortage. In
Vancouver, veterans and their families were billeted in downtown
hotels. Hallways served as playgrounds, lobbies as nurseries.
Indignant returnees halted traffic, prompting authorities to borrow
an untested solution from the United States: public housing. In a
single summer a forested hillside on the city’s eastern periphery
was cleared and the first of hundreds of look-alike bungalows
constructed. The newspaper ran a photo of a bulldozer felling the
first sacrificial tree. Demand for the rental units outstripped
supply, so the coveted homes were let to those who’d endured
considerable frontline action. Families were also required to have
at least two children, encouraging action amongst hopeful
applicants of a more welcome sort. An appropriate moniker for the
residential development suggested itself nine months hence: Diaper
Hill. Streets were named after memorable battle sites from both
world wars, villages in Europe such as Normandy, Vimy, Dieppe,
Anzio, Mons. Each narrow corridor had several homes fitted with a
wheelchair ramp extending to the sidewalk — at least to where the
sidewalks were meant to be. (Homes tenanted by the shell-shocked
featured no telling characteristic.) Until financing for paving was
secured, rainfall turned roadway and footpath into muddy fjords.
Postal workers refused delivery, a slight later avenged by a
parliament of snappy canines. By the new millennium few of the
bungalows or their original inhabitants stood erect. Folks began
referring to the neighbourhood as Widows’ Hill. To many who live
there these days, the Renfrew Heights Housing Project for War
Veterans, where many of the following fictions are set, is
remembered, if at all, as a quaint municipal curiosity. To original
residents, however, the Project was a sanctuary, a place to
reassemble war-weary lives in the quiet years after slaughter.

The stories in
this collection represent a work of fiction. Similarities to any
person, living or deceased, are unintended.



 Mother’s Day

He hid in the
shadows at the end of the hallway and waited for her to drop into
the chair facing the mirror. He’d seen it before but needed
corroboration. If she caught him watching, he’d say he was looking
for the cat.

She held the
hatpin up to the light... then plunged it into the palm of her left
hand. The crucifixion seemed to divert her fury, at least
temporarily. A Kleenex stemmed the bleeding

He must have
flinched, because she glanced up at the mirror, eyes glistening
with tear. Long after she was gone, long after his own fingers had
stiffened, he wondered if she’d known all along of his
audience.

I’ll fix dinner
soon, she said.

Here kitty,
kitty...

#

In its natural
state my mother’s mane had the lacquer sheen of a Japanese jewelry
box. When liberated the locks splashed across her unhappy shoulders
like rainwater. Monthly she entrusted her scalp to Tony, surname
unknown, proprietor of Hair By Anthony, a gracious, perfumed soul
who worked from photographs of starlets torn from magazines. His
haughty companion — an indulged Persian — sunned her royal whiskers
in the shop window.

We learned to
recognize changes in my mother’s personality that would accompany
the makeovers. They appeared like uninvited guests. Depending on
the actress she imagined she had become, as well as myriad other
factors only she was aware of, my mother would mangle foreign
accents or greet acquaintances with a sultry purr.

She’d steal
glances at herself in strategically mounted mirrors and take up
smoking but never inhale. She’d duck in behind an assortment of
eyeglasses despite near-perfect vision. We’d seen her sashay to and
fro in the yard, an Anthony.

Our father, on
returning home from work and seeing for the first time the latest
hairdo, would tactfully say nothing at all, appreciative of the few
days respite it afforded him. To brother Burt and me, he’d wag a
head and roll amused Celtic eyes — eyes, he’d remind, in the event
we’d forgotten — that had seen just about everything.

– Tony’s
baloney, he’d guffaw. Baloney by Tony.

He was right,
of course. These folic creations crumbled like sand-castles.
Exhausted rings unravelled, curls drooped as miserably as the
diseased limbs of trees. In a week or so my mother was again the
self she’d so desperately hoped to escape. The salon scent was
circumvented by a festering despair. It lingered stubbornly, a
vagrant after-dinner smell.

With the
approach of Mother’s Day, in what had become family tradition, my
parents planned, on the Saturday preceding, an evening of dinner
and dancing. They would launch the celebration with some Chinese
food at the Honey Blossom Restaurant.

– Call for
reservations, will ya? my mother asked. I’ve got to be at Anthony’s
soon.

Though the
restaurant rarely filled its dozen wooden booths, Mom always
insisted on reservations. I think the gesture made her feel like
someone special, my call serving as official notice that the two of
them were stepping out.

I recognized
the voice answering the phone. Ming’s white shirt stained yellow at
the armpits. The long, curled nail of his small finger was sharp
enough to hook a trout.

–
Resa-way-shun? he screamed. You wanna make resa-way-shun for Honey
Bwossum? Behind him I could hear the clamour of juggling woks, the
swell of an alien chatter.

Ming repeated
each letter of our surname like a man calling a bingo game.

– Come anytime
you wike!

#

My father never
learned how to swim, which did not disqualify him during the war
for an assignment aboard a Corvette. The idea was that if the
vessel sunk in the Atlantic, an ability to stay afloat would only
delay the inevitable. He acquired skills in the navy that didn’t
transfer easily to a civilian economy. Which is why, when the
slaughter was over, he went to work for the first company offering
employment, a meat plant on the Vancouver waterfront.

He worked in a
freezer, sorting animal carcasses. The cold caused his face to
flush as though he was suffering from permanent discomfiture.
People sometimes wondered if he’d recently returned from California
or Hawaii. My father enjoyed being mistaken for someone wealthy
enough to afford such a holiday. From the neck down he was eggshell
white.

Weekends my dad
hung out at the Hastings Park Racetrack. In the off-season he made
wagers through a bookie, mumbling peculiar equations into the
phone, pretending to talk union or hockey whenever my mother roamed
within earshot. He would visit a barbershop downtown to settle his
accounts. It was his modus operandi.

One Sunday, in
an attempt to sabotage this unsanctioned liaison, my mother hid the
car keys. Dad hadn’t been paying her enough attention, a common
lament. The family Plymouth sat forlornly at the curb while they
revisited schisms pre-dating my birth. When Dad reached for the
coin jar in the cupboard, having decided to catch a bus, he
discovered it empty — her modus operandi.

I’m going, my
father vowed. You can’t stop me.

Then start
walking, buster, our mother returned. And so he did, she following
like an obstinate virus. From our house in the Project a brisk
stroll downtown took about two hours. My father later revealed that
he’d hoped to lose her in the crowds of Chinatown, but that his
height — over six feet, toe to crown — prevented a getaway.

– I was like a
noodle in a rice bowl, he said.

– Why don’t you
tell everybody where you’re going, big shot? my mother reportedly
exclaimed over tables stacked high with bok choy, ducking between
the hapless torsos of barbecued poultry. Tell ’em why you’re
sneaking off!

She paced
outside the barbershop until my father completed his business. I
can see him chuckling nervously as he tries explaining her
behaviour to the congress of punters. Hear from behind an arc of
steaming lather, What’s with the dame?

But their
censure didn’t weaken her resolve. She savoured my father’s
embarrassment — and cursed his having been conceived every step of
the way home.

He drank with
old navy buddies at one of the Canadian Legion branches and
foolishly denied doing so. He attempted to disguise the alcohol on
his breath with Halls Cough Drops. Tobacco fumes clung to his
clothes like an invisible lint. Sometimes my mother alleged the
scent of woman.

On occasion, it
was true, my father would take off for a few days — to where, no
one knows. Going absent without leave guaranteed an intensified
resumption of their conflict at some future date. The air in our
house crackled in anticipation of the rematch.

Once, to regain
entry, he claimed to have gone angling with friends. My mother
circled him warily, a dog sniffing a fire hydrant.

– Lying
bastard!

Punishment
often entailed his eviction from their bedroom. Banishment could
stretch from three days to three months, depending. He appeared
relieved to be sentenced to an air mattress on the living-room
floor. Because my brother Burt and I often took my father’s side,
it was self-serve in the kitchen until a truce was reached. Our
body weights fluctuated accordingly.

I viewed my
father’s carousing like this: he was born during the First World
War and orphaned in the Depression. He spent the best part of his
20s fighting the Second World War. I reckoned the occasional
disappearance was his way of making up for lost time.

People
sometimes remarked that my parents seemed to have little in common.
This may have been the case. But there had to be a reason they were
able to cohabit for as long as they did. I think they were joined
together, as many unions are, by the sum of their unfulfilled
expectations, and because as the years passed, options decreased
and habits fossilized.

My parents, you
see, were either in love or at war. Rancour seemed an aphrodisiac.
There was no Switzerland, no neutral ground. It was the one thing
they seemed to agree on: the enemy of love is indifference.

#

My mother, in
anticipation of their evening fete, had passed the afternoon
tethered to the dresser. Her features had been transformed by a
mysterious fusion of lotion, cream and paint, the ancient alchemy
of pulchritude. The new hairdo balanced precariously atop her head,
a plumage of swirls and frizzy ringlets, every strand tinted and
teased.

Mirror, mirror
on the wall...

My brother
appeared shortly, two pals in tow. Burt was 16. The tattoo of a
cobra snaked up his bony arm and under a Harley-Davidson T-shirt.
The fuzz germinating on his chin had the lax bristle of pubic
hair.

– Home, Ma! The
walls trembled as the trio stampeded down the basement stairs.

– Where the
heck have you been? my mother asked sleepily. The pills the doctor
said would help control her mood swings had kicked in. So had the
delayed reactions.

Burt emerged
from the basement moments later, a bulky paper bag tucked under an
arm.

– Later,
Ma!

– TV dinners
are in the freezer, she said. Or you can warm up the meat loaf.

#

My father had
promised to be home by six; I heard him. Quarter past seven finds
my mother positioned at the living room window waiting for the
Plymouth to slide down Mons Drive, the slamming shut of its rusty
door, his workboots on the porch. She sucks on a Pilsner, shredding
its label with swipes of her sharp crimson nails.

– Better be
home soon, she mutters, throttling the bottle’s neck. Bloody well
better.

By 9 p.m. a
half-dozen empties collide at her feet. Images from the
black-and-white TV cavort across the walls. Whenever she darts to
the bathroom I hear the tinkling of pee, a rattling of pills.

I have a
morning paper route and must retire early. From my bedroom directly
below I hear her heels pacing the floor; they sound like a pair of
spikes being driven through lumber. Then she moves to the telephone
where she begins ordering the Legion bartenders to page Dad.

– You think I
don’t know he’s there? she accuses. Think I don’t know what he’s up
to?

The last sound
I hear before drifting off is a bottle cap skimming across the
floor, a stone skipping the surface of a pond.

Tap, tap,
tap...

Dad’s
inebriated face is shoved up against my bedroom window.

– Locked out,
son. Let me in? He thinks he’s whispering. The clock radio says
2:30 a.m.

The basement
door squeaks on opening; the sound runs through the house like a
shiver. I hear my father at the back of the yard. Our bathroom had
recently been renovated; the old toilet had been left in the alley
awaiting pickup. Dad is on his knees vomiting into the bowl. For
him, cursed with a weak stomach, the porcelain prayer was a
familiar posture after a night out. Old habits die hard, I
guess.

A soft rain
murmurs in the warm spring sky, its lazy descent visible in the
glow of the streetlights.

– Thanks a hell
of a lot, Burt.

My father
slumps against the fence, eyes listing. I get him inside and wrap
his arms around a beam. It’s kept the house upright all these
years; I’m hoping it’ll do the same for him.

Where’s the
car? I ask. You didn’t drive like that, did ya?

Somewhere, he
says. I fish the keys from his coat pocket.

We hear a
noise, its cause and source indecipherable. I’m hoping it’s faulty
water pipes or clanking furnace vents or just groaning floorboards
— anything but my mother, her resurrection.

The sound of
trickling water makes me suppose the plumbing. This turns out to be
partly true. A sigh escapes my father’s lips; a gurgle trickles
over his steel-toed boots. The deluge settles between my toes, hot
and sticky.

Just then the
door at the top of the stairs is flung open. The overhead bulb
blazes.

That you,
buster? My mother.

Sorry, son, Dad
says.

– Let’s talk
about it in the morning, woman! he hollers. I had a winner
tonight!

– Heard that
one before! Mom spits, slamming the door. She begins constructing a
barricade with kitchen chairs.

– Come on,
doll! he pleads. I need sleep!

– Don’t you
doll me! she thunders, muscling table legs across the kitchen
floor. You’re not sleeping in my bed!

I slip outside
and rinse my feet under the garden hose. The rain is whooshing
through drainpipes, gushing along the eaves, a symphonic drumming
on wood, metal, plastic. House lights begin to flare up and down
the street.

At the top of
the stairwell my father shoulders the door; it doesn’t budge. My
mother learned the value of a solid defence the night brother Burt
was on acid and believed he was being eaten alive by scorpions. I
remember wishing he had been.

– This is my
house! my father declares. Given the territory each controls,
others might disagree.

I’m calling the
cops! my mother snarls.

Whatcha gonna
charge me with, huh? Breaking curfew?

My father
staggers to the back of the basement; I can hear him rooting around
in the toolbox. He reappears at my bedroom door.

– This otta do
the job, eh? He holds up a hatchet.

My father
returns to the top of the stairs and begins hacking. Wood chips
ricochet off the walls. With each swing of the blade, splinters of
light from the kitchen spill into the dark stairwell. But every
time my father tries squeezing through the opening, my mother
wallops him with a broom.

A few more
chops, the breach widens. He resumes the advance. She falls back,
pelting him with dishes. Plates and coffee mugs explode. Dad
retreats.

– You still got
that football helmet? he asks me.

He is
emboldened by its fibreglass shell, the webbed faceguard. On his
next foray my father pokes his fortified skull through the hole in
the door, but he comes under heavy fire once more. This time he’s
pinned down by a fusillade of footwear.

Eventually my
mother exhausts her ammo. A hush falls over the battlefield. The
lights in the homes of our somnolent neighbours are extinguished.
Sleep at last.

#

Blood dripping
from the ceiling. Brain matter splattered across the walls. That’s
what I expect to find upon waking that Mother’s Day, the sun
peeking above the asphalt rooftops, our house silent. Vapours hover
over the sodden lawn in a primordial smolder.

In the living
room I discover my mother on the sofa; she’s curled up in a
sleeping bag. Dad has taken the bedroom; I can smell him. It would
probably take a stick of dynamite to pry loose the helmet. I knew
someone keen to light the fuse.

I strap the
newspaper satchels to the handlebar of my bike and push off. When I
return later that morning the sofa has been vacated. My mother’s
recent presence has been left behind like a palm print in wet
cement.

A spear of
light jabs the curtained gloom of my parents’ bedroom. I can make
out the headless helmet standing guard on a nightstand. Under the
twisted bedsheets their sleeping bodies resemble alabaster
figurines. Legs entangled, arms entwined, a perfect fit.



 Fugitive

Shortly before
the meeting, Esther Rhodes swallowed two sedatives.

– I’ve got a
lot of appointments today, said Lois Daniels, the social worker,
sliding the papers across the kitchen table. Is he in his room?

According to
the re-telling — Mom was present by request, a legal witness to the
proceedings — Mrs. Rhodes glared at the social worker before
attaching a signature to the consent form.

– Well, asked
Dad. Was he?

My mother lost
her train of thought spooning macaroni and wieners onto four
plates. As always, the largest share, to satiate the neediest
stomach, went to our father.

– Do I have to
do everything? she snapped. Somebody get the

ketchup! Once
seated, she asked of no one: Now... who was what?

The ’tard, my
brother reminded her. Was he in his room? Mom waved a butter knife
in Burt’s face.

Use that word
one more time, buster...

Mrs. Rhodes was
on Mom’s bowling team, the Renfrew Heights All-Stars. Her son
Fender was what people these days refer to as mentally challenged.
Back then he was called other things. The papers Mrs. Rhodes signed
that morning, the reason for the pills, turned temporary
guardianship of her only living offspring over to the Department of
Social Services. A spot had opened up in a group home. Mom
explained that if Mrs. Rhodes wanted Fender to partake in a program
that taught self-sufficiency, she had little choice.

– Don’t blame
me, Lois Daniels had said. It’s the system.

The Rhodes had
been our neighbours since the development — the Renfrew Heights
Housing Project for War Veterans — had been a work-in-progress. On
account of all the babies about, it was known as Diaper Hill.

A few years
after the family took possession of its new bungalow, Mr. Rhodes,
who drove a truck, was killed in a traffic accident. The Mrs. had
already lost her firstborn, a girl, to a heart defect.

In the early
days of the Project the streets were unpaved and unidentified,
lined on both sides by the skeletons of unfinished homes. It was a
world of lumber and brick, of bulldozers and mud, the air rank with
dust and diesel fumes.

Fender dropped
out of school in Grade 8. He busied himself doing jobs others
declined: cutting lawns and weeding gardens, washing cars, helping
out with paper routes — whatever he was asked to do, whatever he
was capable of. He was rarely seen without his red baseball
cap.

When I was
working for Kellman’s Drugs, stocking shelves and delivering
prescriptions, Fender was running lunches to store owners too busy
to abandon their counters. He swept walkways and cleaned windows.
Occasionally something would happen to remind us Fender was
different. He would anchor himself on the gravelled shoulder of
Rupert Street at rush hour, oblivious to the cars speeding under
his nose, unresponsive to concerns for his safety.

– Where’s he
going so fast? Fender might ask of a passing motorist. Fire some
place?

And if you,
strolling by, should shrug your shoulders and walk on, Fender might
give chase, as he once did with me, whispering into my ear, Maybe
he’s going to the dentist! Maybe he’s late for work! Then he
flashes those green eyes of his as though it’s you who’s the
simpleton.

Most of the
time, though, Fender was simply a little strange. He was a devoted
fan of the lowly Vancouver Canucks, following their ineffectual
tribulations on a transistor radio. He felt compelled to announce
each home-club goal to the world, running breathless into shops to
deliver the news.

More troubling
was Fender’s habit of scaling telephone poles. He used the steel
service pegs running up both sides to make his ascent, positioning
himself centimetres from a live wire.

– It’s
dangerous, Sgt. Toby McManus warned Mrs. Rhodes. The lad will
sizzle.

Fender promised
not to ever again, swore to it when saying grace (Thank you Lord
for this food ...I will not climb telephone poles), when uttering
his prayers (Now I lay me down to sleep ...I will not climb
telephone poles). But a few months would pass and there he was
again, nimble as a squirrel, scampering above the TV aerials.

– I can hear
people talking up there, he told a group of us one night, those
emerald orbs sparkling mischievously. I know everyone’s
secrets...

The claim was,
of course, a feature of his particular looniness. Still, I imagined
Fender listening in on calls I made to my girl Sadie, his ears
twitching in the chilled air while I muttered the insincerities I
believed all women wanted to hear.

When the mood
seized him Fender could be seen from blocks away, a pimple-faced
Jack in the Beanstock disappearing into the clouds. He was
eavesdropping on our arguments and our bullshit, on our complaints
and confessions, an uninvited third party to our declarations of
love.

Eventually
someone would flag down the sergeant. The firefighters would extend
their ladders. Mrs. Rhodes would be called away from her cleaning
job at the hospital.

How ’bout them
Canucks, eh, Fender? Sgt. McManus shouted up to the boy in an
incident I remember well. It’s time they traded for some
defencemen, doncha think?

You can sit up
in the cab with me! the fire chief promised, addressing him through
a bullhorn.

But Fender
wouldn’t budge. He seemed as content at the top of the pole that
day as I had ever seen him — more so, if truth be told, than those
at the bottom looking up. We were curious, distracted, bored. And
the boy? Positively exuberant.

Because at the
top of that pole there were no miscreants like my brother Burt
exhorting Fender to swallow dog turds, no snickers as he chatted
with secret associates. He clung to the pole’s creosote surface
like a child clasping a teddy bear, eyelids heavy, the trace of a
smile on his lips, the steady hum of the current racing along the
cables an elixir for his tormented soul.

It was as if,
at the summit of a telephone pole, Fender Rhodes was...a step
closer to God.

Dessert
devoured, the dishes stacked in the sink, my mother ignited a
DuMaurier, leaned back in her chair and exhaled.

– You’ll never
believe, she said, what happened next...

The social
worker Lois Daniels went to the front door and gestured to a man
behind the wheel of a car. He took up a position on the
boulevard.

– He looked
like a secret service agent or something, my mother editorialized.
Sunglasses and everything.

It takes one to
know one, Dad snorted. Mrs. Rhodes knocked on Fender’s bedroom
door.

They’re here,
sweetness. The boy could be heard shuffling around inside.

– The place has
a billiards table, Fender, Mom said. You can play all day.

They took turns
listening at the door. Mrs. Rhodes, Lois Daniels, then Mom. The
radio was playing a Beatles tune; the boy hummed along.

She told me she
worked in the morning and started to laugh . . .

They went
outside to talk over their next move. Lois Daniels consulted with
the spook, who retrieved a ladder from the side of the house. He
climbed to Fender’s second-floor window and peered inside.

– Well? Lois
Daniels asked.

Mom interrupted
the narrative to fire a volley of smoke rings across the kitchen.
Through the haze I could see the despair set like floor tiles in
Mrs. Rhodes’ troubled face.

– The kid’s
gone, the spook said. Door’s open.

The four of
them raced to the rear of the house. They looked under the porch
and searched the shed. Lois Daniels poked the long grass pushing up
through the fence, a border guard sniffing out illegals. The spook
shook the apple tree.

– He seemed
disappointed, Mom said. Like he expected Fender to fall to the
ground like a piece of fruit.

Mrs. Rhodes
climbed the back stairs and beckoned her son home. To those who
lived nearby her cry had become as familiar a sound as the passing
of the afternoon freight train.

– Fen-der!
Fen-der!

They heard the
moan of a distempered canine, the howl of a hungry infant, the
swell of faraway traffic, but not a peep from the boy. The gate
opened and slammed shut again as though instructed to do so by an
invisible hand.

#

He’ll be home
by dinner, they told Esther Rhodes. He’s at that age, they said.
But the assumption that Fender would soon saunter home, as Lois
Daniels predicted, proved groundless.

– Call me when
he turns up, the social worker said. She left her card on the
table.

By early
evening the stifling summer air had cooled, shadows lengthened in
the yards. I was told to peddle to the drugstore and get Mrs.
Rhodes’ prescription refilled.

The All-Stars,
their practice cancelled, gathered around our kitchen table. They
divided themselves into groups and assigned duties, filing out the
front door solemnly in their black and silver club jackets.
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