The City


The moving van backed up onto the front lawn leaving the imprint of its tires in the soft ground. A ramp was stretched from the truck onto the porch at the front door. The movers, big husky men with good natured smiles and sweat rolling down their foreheads tramped from the truck into the house. One of the movers sang a song from the hit parade that Sandra recognized. It made Sandra smile as she hummed along. 


Catch a falling star and put it in your pocket. Never let it get away. 


“Where’d you get all those freckles?” the mover asked, his bellowing voice rippling across his face in a smile.


“I didn’t get them in a box of corn flakes,” Sandra responded brashly.


The mover laughed heartily as he told one of the other movers what the freckled faced girl with the orange braids had said.


Her brother stood off to one side watching the workers, afraid to say a word, always surprised by his sister’s lack of fear in dealing with adults.


The workers stopped for a cigarette. Uncle Leonard, a small wiry figure began talking to the movers. They started to laugh, smoke exploding out of their lungs in guffaws. Inside the house, David’s mother stormed through the rooms, cleaning, moving furniture, unpacking boxes, setting up the beds. David turned and looked at his father standing in the dining room window. He looked like someone who’d been dropped into the middle of paradise without any warning. 


When all the furniture had been moved in, the house was still half empty. David’s uncle and father sat on the front steps and had a beer. Kids on the street were playing ball hockey. Uncle Leonard offered a drink of beer to David who refused. David’s mother came out and insisted that the men drink in the house or at least in the backyard.


“We don’t want the neighbours to think heathens have moved in,” she scolded. 


Uncle Leonard shook his head as he rose to his feet.


“You worry too much, Ruth.”


“That’s all well and good for you to say, Leonard. You don’t have a family. I don’t want my kids being branded as down Easterners. They’ll have enough troubles in their lives. Gerry could you finish that beer and help me with the beds before it gets dark.”


David’s father shook his head but said nothing.


“David,” uncle Leonard cried with a wink of his eye, “get your uncle another beer.”


After several days the family got itself comfortably moved into the house. It was a story and a half brick house later titled Cape Cod houses. Every house in a two block area was exactly the same, the only difference being the colour of brick and roof. There were no trees on the street except the same small mountain ash sapling planted in front of each house. The houses were on large lots to keep the smell of the septic tanks buried at the end of each lot away from the living quarters. All the driveways were gravel or just mud. Old water tanks were used as culverts where the driveways reached the street. 


David felt like a stranger in this new land. There was too much space, too much of nothing everywhere. He yearned for the city, its noise and smells. His parents found it difficult as well to tear themselves away from the old neighbourhood. The whole family made the two hour long trip by Bloor bus to Bloor streetcar to Yonge Subway to Gerard streetcar to Galt Avenue three or four times that first year. While his parents visited the Talbots, David went to see his old friend Dennis and then Russell who lived across Jones Avenue.


Dennis, a short curly haired blond boy lived with his grandmother. His dad worked all the time. He didn’t have a mom. Dennis’s mother had run off with a cop, a milkman, or someone in a uniform. David wasn’t clear on the details. He only knew that there were no photos of Dennis’s mother in the house except for the one that Dennis kept in a dictionary in his room.


“You think she’s pretty?” Dennis had once asked David.


David shrugged his shoulders. 


“She’s okay, I guess.”


Outside the boys wandered around the old neighbourhood. David had forgotten how old and tattered everything looked. 


“It ain’t the same anymore,” Dennis lamented. “You oughta move back. I don’t like school. We got this new teacher, Miss Havisham. She’s always yelling at us. She says I’m stupid. I ain’t stupid. I’m just not that good at reading. Why do you think some teachers have to yell so much?”


David shrugged his shoulders as the two friends walked up the back lane of Galt Avenue to the old laundry factory. The back lane of Galt Avenue was a canyon of grayness formed by garages and walls of wooden planks. Out back of the laundry, a huge warehouse, a group of Chinese workers sat chatting, smoking, laughing and sweating. The boys waved to the workers who waved back. David followed by Dennis climbed under the sign that read KEEP OUT and through an opening in the wooden fence that enclosed the railroad tracks. They waited for the eastbound train to rush by. Every night in his new house, David woke up at midnight from the silence of that train not passing. He missed the train.


“Remember the day you caught your foot in the track?” Dennis laughed.


David recalled undoing his shoelaces and pulling his foot out of the black and white running shoe and returning to fetch it after the train had passed. And finding the shoe in shreds. When told by his mother that David had returned home that day with one running shoe, his father had laughed and said something about boys being boys. 


“Just like your brother Tom.”


“Don’t curse the boy with that label,” his mother replied admonishing his father. 


“Miss Havisham says I don’t pay attention,” Dennis lamented.


As the eastbound train approached, the boys rose to their feet to wave at the engineer. As the train rushed passed the boys, the engineer waved back.


“You’ve always been lucky,” Dennis added. “Remember the day you got run over by a car?”


David recalled slipping in the snow in the back lane and the car rolling over him. He wasn’t supposed to be in the back lane so he pretended to be dead. His mother was frantic. He lay in her arms as his uncle Leonard sped through downtown traffic to the hospital. When a doctor started to maul him with his stubby fingers, David opened his eyes and smiled. His mother started crying again. For years she insisted that it was her prayers that had brought her son back into this world.


“Miss O’Leary didn’t come back this year,” Dennis said. “She had a baby. And got married. Remember how she cried when you told her you were moving. She was nice. She never yelled at us.”


The boys walked along the tracks for a while and into the lumberyard where they had been chased numerous times by guard dogs. David loved the smell of cut wood. 


“I’m quittin’ school as soon as I turn sixteen,” Dennis declared. “My dad says I can get a trade.”


Exiting from the lumber yard the boys made their back to the lane that ran behind Galt Avenue. An old Studebaker with four flat tires sat in a garden of weeds and tall grass. Dennis poked David in the arm. 


“Remember the time you fell off that car and almost lost your leg? That would have been so neat. I saw a dog once that had lost a leg."


It was an abandoned car that David had climbed successfully many times. It was after a rain that David slipped off the roof and onto a rock that drove deep into his knee. Once again his mother was screaming, running down the street with David in her arms, blood running off his leg onto the sidewalk. She burst into Dr. Yarmy’s waiting room, passed his receptionist and into one of the private rooms where the doctor was treating another patient. 


“My boy!” she cried.


David received a couple dozen stitches and a horseshoe scar that gave him the status of cult hero amongst the other boys on the block. The dried blood was tattooed on the sidewalk for the rest of the summer.


“Let’s go see Russell.”  David suggested.


“Can’t,” Dennis said shaking his head. “He moved to Scarborough. You ever been to Scarborough?”


David shook his head.


“Me neither,” Dennis responded then added. “He says his backyard has a swimming pool in it. But I didn’t believe him. How could a backyard be that big?”


David shrugged. He didn’t have the heart to tell Dennis how big his new backyard was.


“Everybody’s leaving except me,” Dennis said. “You like your new school?”


David shrugged.


“I guess its okay.”


“I’ve got a little sister now,” Dennis said. “But I ain’t seen her yet. My dad says that she’s a half-sister. I guess she ain’t got no legs.” 


David looked at Dennis. “Whatdya want to do?”


Dennis shrugged his shoulders.


“I don’t care. We could go down to Neilson’s and get a Popsicle. You got any money?”


David shook his head.


The boys wandered back down the laneway behind Galt Avenue. A group of kids were gathered at the far end. David didn’t think much of it. There were always kids hanging out in the back lane. It was safer than the street. 


“Italians,” Dennis muttered.


There was a warning in the timber of Dennis’s voice that didn’t register with David. He kept walking. A moment later the boys met the Italians. Four of them. They spoke. David turned to Dennis. They were speaking a language he didn’t understand. Dennis looked scared. They sounded angry.


“Let’s go!” Dennis cried, turned and ran.


Before David could move, the Italians grabbed him. David struggled. They dragged him down the lane to a tree, pulled his arms around the trunk, and tied him up. Tears began to run down David’s cheeks. His captives laughed. One of them ripped the back of David’s best Sunday shirt. Another took a branch from a weeping willow tree and began to whip him. The lashes stung. David began to sob. It was his mother’s screams that rescued him. As soon as his captors heard an adult’s voice, they ran. Moments later, David was untied and in his mother’s arms. She was crying hysterically. 


“Never again!” She whaled.


A few feet away Dennis stood looking at them. David struggled unsuccessfully to free himself from his mother. This was worse than the whipping, he thought.
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