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Music comes from above, from up there, maybe from Heaven.

Heaven actually is the old RCA Victor radio that lives on top of the 

fridge in our kitchen. Brown plastic with a picture of Nipper the Dog listening 

to His Master’s Voice on the dial, the radio fills endless hours of the day with 

music and chatter. Mom listens intently all day, singing along with her favourite 

songs, crying during the sad songs and laughing at the announcers’ banter in 

their golden tones, as she calls them. The radio makes my mom happy every day.

Mom uses her literary bent to enter radio contests, sending in short stories, 

jingles or poems. She’s very good at it because we have a spiffy new Hoover 

vacuum cleaner she won in a CKX contest and the set of dishes we use every 

day she won for a poem she sent to a CKDM contest. This is her winning poem:

Why bachelors some men stay,

That is the question of the day.

I humbly submit this little jingle,

To tell you why I think men stay single.

They value most their independence,

They shun the confines of a woman’s tendance.

Some claim an unrequited love!

Others a lack of God’s gifts from above!

But I still say they just want to be free.

PS: Thank goodness one changed his mind and married me!

April 1962
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When the mood hits her, Mom grabs an imaginary partner and dances 

around the kitchen, ducking, weaving and spinning, her face lit with happiness.

“How do you like my Alice blue gown, kind sir?” Mom asks.

“Why, my dear, it becomes you,” I say.

She blushes behind her invisible fan.

Of course it’s just her old cotton print housedress with the brown rickrack 

along the hem, but she curtsies, sways and spins with such grace and aplomb 

sometimes I can really see the huge blue dress swirling about her.

These days the song that transforms Mom from a prairie housewife in 

a little Canadian town to a Southern belle at an elegant ball is Stranger on 

the Shore by Mister Acker Bilk. When it comes on the kitchen radio, Mom 

waltzes gracefully around the room appearing to be hanging on the arms of 

a tall handsome man who may or may not be Dad. She proclaims, more than 

once, how the song “gets my juices jumping.”

Her metaphor is completely incomprehensible to my 12-year-old mind. 

Since I don’t understand it, it haunts me every time I hear the song. Imagining 

your mother’s “juices” is not among the willing thoughts on a growing boy’s 

mind. Seeing them “jumping,” even having to imagine the meaning of jumping 

juices of any kind, is unfathomable and creepy. I gain clarity on this topic 

sooner than I expect.

Other times, when Bilk’s song comes on, Mom sits unmoved at the kitchen 

table, tracing the familiar faded pattern on the plastic tablecloth with her 

finger, her heavy head propped up over a cup of cold grey coffee, her hair 

hanging in thin strands across the hand that holds her head in place. These 

times, the mournful clarinet evokes memories of the hot August day when 

tragedy visited her little family and begins the downward spiral that leaves 

her in a darkened bedroom for days, levelled by another migraine. The pain 

coalesces into a rhythmic throbbing that knots her head, ramps up when she 

is exposed to bright light and floods her with nausea whenever she moves. A 

white enamel basin waits under her side of the bed in case she doesn’t make it 

to the bathroom in time.

Mary Crawford knows life is a jape, a swindle, a cruel uncaring game of get 
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and lose, get and lose. The curdled milk, the rotten fruit, the mouldy bread, all 

symbols of ghastly change, arrange themselves in her mind and build concrete 

supports for the downward spiral. Her depression is enabled again.

Whether dancing or dreaming, absent from Mom’s awareness is that the 

darkness that overwhelms her mood is also leaving its stain in her body.

When Stranger on the Shore comes on Dad’s truck radio while he is hauling 

gasoline and diesel fuel to farms, gas stations and construction sites, he whistles 

along through his teeth to its plaintive cadence. A tiny horrific memory of some 

World War Two European battlefield flashes vividly present in his memory. 

Deafening blasts, living men, friends, suddenly in pieces around him, the reek 

of blood and rage and fear in his nose, the taste of tears and dirt in his mouth, 

terrified hours spent alone in a disabled tank on D-Day, chaos full blown, too 

much atrocity, too much horror to choose from, to even bear some days. But 

Stranger brings him back to the wheel in his hands and the prairie highway 

before him, licking his lips, anticipating the whisky.

Ah, the whisky. Dad isn’t a drinker and driver; the Christian work ethic 

draws so powerfully upon his very being that he can’t work drunk. He knows 

that. If he loses his license for driving drunk, his livelihood disappears. Luckily, 

he also knows about and enjoys immensely the settling thought of future 

alcohol, imminent drinking, the pending place, a handy thought that gets him 

through many miles of gravel roads and oceans of gasoline.

Once the Chevrolet fuel truck sits cooling and clanking in the Texaco yard at 

the end of the day, the glasses and bottle come out. Maybe one of his occasional 

freeloader buddies shows up, maybe he sits alone in the corrugated metal hut 

that is the business office with its metal chairs, metal desk, metal cabinets and 

dented metal wastebasket. Either way, he savours the whisky every sip. And 

when there isn’t the money or friendship for whisky, and there often isn’t, a 

fifth of grimace-inducing, throat-burning homebrew from some Ukrainian 

farmer north of town has to suffice. Handily, the buzz lives in homebrew too.
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A late 1940s chipped brown plastic Philips radio with a frayed cord sits on 

the metal shelf above Dad’s desk and spews out the hits of the day. It weighs 

almost 12 pounds. When you turn it on using the post that long ago lost its 

knob, it creaks and crackles while its tubes warm up, finally picking up and 

filling the room with whatever the large round gold dial found. It has a great 

tone, though it is well past its throw-out date. After a few hours, you can see 

heat waves rising from its top. If Bilk’s song comes on while Dad is drinking, 

the war flashbacks are much less vivid, the horror somehow easier to bear. The 

alcohol accomplishes this by beating up on my dad.

At Burgen’s Coffee Stop and Garage, Maryann Burgen sets down her tray and 

punches C7 on the big Seeburg jukebox. Mister Bilk’s melancholy melody 

wells up.

Bad coffee, Tab, Coke and Fresca; cardboard French fries and (quite 

accidentally when compared to the rest of the menu) the best burger for two 

hundred miles in either direction; nickel tips and rude remarks, the familiar 

irritating ding and snap of the two Bally pinball machines that Jack Burgen, 

her father and the place’s owner, bought from Percy Peel; the dull clang of the 

bell hose through the wall from the service station and the endless longing to 

escape all this, to be elsewhere, anywhere but here – these are the constants 

in Maryann’s days.

Another constant is the Seeburg jukebox with its sweeping coloured lights, 

chrome trim and an endless supply of musical escapes. The garish machine 

haunts a corner of the large restaurant, its volume always just loud enough to 

override the level of the din in Burgen’s. Maryann thinks of the jukebox as a 

secret lover who whispers in her ear loving words set to attractive melodies, 

which helps her get through long lonesome afternoons out on Highway 4.

Burgen’s is a welcoming family stop along a busy highway in western Manitoba. 

It has red and yellow sparkly vinyl booths with Arborite tables, U-shaped counter 

service and a large open kitchen at the back. Families can gas up, stretch, run the 
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kids around and grab a meal in the restaurant. The afternoon ambience in Burgen’s 

is mellow and transient, a fading and recurring din pierced occasionally by the 

tiny shrill voices of travelling children. The songs match the mood. Oft-played 

afternoon songs include Broken Hearted Melody by Miss Sarah Vaughan, always 

on the jukebox at the request of Jack Burgen. It’s Jack’s favourite song. What Jack 

Burgen wants, Jack Burgen gets. It is a rule around town. Stranger spins often in 

the daylight hours.

These days more long-haul truckers pull in to Burgen’s since Jack had the 

large paved parking area put in last fall. Trucker jukebox punches lean towards 

country, like Patsy Cline, George Jones and Buck Owens. The whine and twang 

of their music harmonizes with the hum and rumble of the giant engines over 

which they rule. However, more than once, a trucker seated in a booth stops 

dead still, burger suspended in mid-bite, eyes glazed and distant, staring into 

the upholstery while Stranger on the Shore casts its spell from the box. In that 

moment of Zen trucker stillness, C7 makes alive in his being the true notion 

of not moving, of undriving.

When it is slow in the café, Maryann stares out the big plate-glass window 

that overlooks the gasoline pumps and service area with its red-trimmed plastic 

canopy and fluttering plastic flags in green and red, the Texaco colours. She 

watches as men with families do their fatherly duties, caring and cajoling, some 

laughing, some tuning out, paying. She doesn’t envy their wives, coiffed but 

harried, talking all the time. Some scurry about like chickens, Maryann thinks.

She sees men pull up mysteriously alone, driving half-tons, sedans and 

sports cars, gassing up, paying and disappearing through the vanishing point 

that is Highway 4 east and west of Langwood. She wonders what’s in their 

trunks, what secrets they conceal in plain view inside their vehicles. She thinks 

of the shape of the seats conforming to the shape of the men’s bodies, familiar, 

weight recurrent. Closing her eyes and inhaling deeply, Maryann experiences 

the smell of the men and the inside of their cars and trucks, sweet and sour 

on four wheels.

Whenever Maryann plays Stranger on the Shore, she imagines herself 

walking out of the Coffee Stop once and forever, opening the passenger door 
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of a stranger’s car, getting in and disappearing with him down the highway, 

never to think of Langwood again. Never having to recall the snide, often 

cruel, sometimes hateful comments she endures daily because she looks the 

way she does.

Maryann’s face is very unattractive, past homely, just plain ugly, as she is 

frequently reminded when overhearing some parting comment from strangers, 

even some townspeople. Her face is misshapen, in disarray. Contributing factors 

include her wide, pockmarked forehead, large, bulbous nose, lips that don’t 

match up, large teeth and a small black mole on her chin. Maryann’s best feature, 

her attractive hazel eyes, underscore bushy eyebrows. Her eyes and her thick, 

naturally auburn hair fail to redeem her unattractiveness, but if you really look 

with your heart you can plainly see her effervescent beauty just below the surface. 

Or so she hopes.

Little kids, usually without intent, can be sudden and harsh with their 

comments. Their questions often burn. “What’s wrong with her face, Mom?” 

or “Is she retarded?” High school boys are the most intentionally cruel. She 

hates their arrogant swagger and little machos; she despises their good looks 

and their complete lack of interest in anyone but themselves. But when she lets 

herself actually feel it, she yearns to be with the high school boys, to show them 

that ugly is only skin deep, that inside she glows like the sun with imagination 

and faith, that she is lovable despite everything.

At least she wants to tell one of the boys. His name is Kyle Lindal, he 

is a 12th-grader at Langwood High, and he is gorgeous. His father, Mayor 

Hugh Lindal, owns Lindal Chevrolet, the larger of the two car dealerships in 

Langwood. On the infrequent times when he comes into the Coffee Stop to buy 

smokes or a Coke, Kyle transfixes Maryann. She loves to watch him move, the 

way he inscribes himself in the room, how he changes into a phantom of desire 

moving through her awareness, lingering there, waiting for her. She imagines 

the feel of his hard young body through his tight jeans.

She secretly watched him shoot hoops shirtless in his driveway one hot 

day the previous summer, studying the quiver and quake of his naked muscles 

straining in the sun, elegant, athletic, the arch of his lean frame as he stretched 
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toward the basket, arms directed by the mechanics of the game. Maryann 

admits her longing for Kyle Lindal to herself without denial. Nevertheless, 

as local as he is, she knows he will probably remain a phantom to her forever.

Kyle Lindal notwithstanding, Maryann truly yearns for the handsome 

stranger arriving on the traffic tide and sweeping her away down Highway 4. She 

envisions caressing the nape of the stranger’s neck as she rubs her knuckles back 

and forth across her clitoris in the washroom of Burgen’s Coffee Stop, Mister 

Bilk barely seeping through the wallboard. The music makes her feel pretty.
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In the spring of 1962, Stranger on the Shore is Percy Peel’s favourite song, not 

because of its tune, though Percy can whistle it sweetly, mimicking Bilk’s 

clarinet in a pure clear tone that sounds natural and schooled at once. Percy 

claims he can lure a meadowlark out of a thicket, enthrall it with his wistful 

whistle and have it fluttering and dancing in midair.

Percy enjoys having an ear for music and how his whistle sounds different 

in various places. The cab of his Ford half-ton has a different sound than his 

Chevy station wagon. He notices how the sound of his whistle changes when he 

walks from room to room at home and how it sometimes catches the harmonic 

of the refrigerator or a fan or some other 60-cycle tone. Percy notices things like 

that, musical things that you stumble across when you least expect them, little 

gifts most people ignore. What occupation does a man with such perceptions 

have in tiny Langwood? Percy Peel is in show business in rural Manitoba. In 

relative terms, he’s a local show biz mogul!

The main reason Percy loves Bilk’s tune is because it is the most-played song 

ever on the 21 jukeboxes he owns and operates in 16 prairie towns in western 

Manitoba. This makes him Percy Peel the Jukebox Man, as people often chime 

when he walks into their beer parlour or Chinese café. Everybody knows and 

likes Percy as you would a gypsy: with your wallet closely guarded.

May 1962
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Not that Percy is a crook, not at all. Well, maybe a little, with his skimming 

from the jukebox coin holders. Percy carries the tacit stigma that there is 

something low and untrustworthy about jukeboxes, their patrons and tenders, 

an unwholesome underside that belies the musical delights they serve up. 

Maybe the heathen music with its jungle rhythms and lurid lyrics offends. 

Perhaps the garish sweeping fingers of colour fading from one bright hue to 

another across muscular molded opaque plastic somehow connects with Satan 

and the pitiless fires of Hell. Whatever it is, it boils down to: wear a fast gun 

when Percy Peel is in town. Percy is, of course, aware of this and uses it to his 

advantage at every opportunity.

Bilk’s record hits Number One in late May, spends a week there, three 

weeks at Number Two and 11 weeks in the Billboard Top 10, hanging on the 

charts for three more months, all the time racking up the plays on Percy’s 

jukeboxes well into the summer of 1962. Stranger on the Shore is a massive 

crossover hit, spanning genres, ages and styles and appealing to everybody, 

meaning it attracts plenty of dimes for a single play, three for a quarter. In the 

spring of 1962, on some of the play counters on Percy’s boxes, Stranger on the 

Shore runs seven times the number of plays of its nearest rivals, Duke of Earl 

by Gene Chandler and Good Luck Charm by Elvis. The tune is raking in the 

coin. That’s why Percy Peel loves Stranger on the Shore.

Percy also runs a little repair shop in Langwood with his son, Barclay, called 

Peel’s Place. Bark, as his son is known, fixes radios, televisions, appliances and small 

engines, a talent he learned from his father, who moved from washing machines to 

movie projectors to radios to tinkering with his pet machines – jukeboxes. There 

is usually a pinball machine at the front of the store next to a jukebox loaded with 

great tunes. In the store, Percy sells the used records from the jukeboxes, along 

with a few new albums, small appliances like kettles and toasters, and a half-hearted 

array of poor-quality tchotchkes neglected and covered in an obvious film of dust.

I spend hours sifting through the stacks of used 45s he sells for 35 cents 

each or three for a dollar. His wholesale cost per record is less than that, so he 

makes money right up to the final sale of the well-played 45s. Percy gives me 

a good deal if I want a handful.
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Besides the used 45s, the other best thing about Peel’s Place is it receives 

copies of the weekly CKY Hit Parade and Percy always puts aside two for me 

when they come. I have an almost complete collection of CKY Hit Parades 

that begins on February 12, 1961.

Early on in his show biz career, Percy had been in the movie business. He 

owned the Apache Theatre in Langwood after the war for a few years. Soldiers 

were trooping home hot and horny, the town was growing and there were kids 

galore, so Percy made his money from the theatre before he realized it would 

need to accommodate CinemaScope, which cost big time. Percy unloaded the 

Apache and the new owner ponied up for the big-screen technology. That’s 

how Percy operated, close to the vest, private but not aloof, involved with and 

supportive of the community but slightly eccentric.

The most annoying of Percy’s public displays of eccentricity always causes 

talk. Sometimes he just whistles at people instead of talking to them. Percy 

thinks it’s endearing; most people in Langwood think it’s slightly crazy.

You can see how impressive Percy Peel is to an imaginative 11-year-old 

who bought his first 45-rpm record in the spring of 1961. (For trivia’s sake, it 

was Have a Drink on Me by Lonnie Donegan. A possible homage/tribute to 

Dad? I still love the way Lonnie delivers the lines, “Well, sell your shovel and 

your old long johns, you can make a fortune writing Adam Faith songs.” It 

sounds like a language from outer space.)

From my perspective, turning thirteen this summer, Bilk’s ditty quickly 

becomes just another tedious song to live through, to endure until a good song 

comes on the radio. A good song for me is You Beat Me to the Punch by Mary 

Wells, or The Wanderer by Dion. In addition to being tiresome, every hearing 

of Stranger reminds me of my confusion about Mom’s jumpin’ juices.

Sometimes I ride with Percy when he makes his rounds to collect the 

coins and service the records in his jukeboxes. This started at his invitation one 

afternoon as I sifted through his piles of used 45s for the third time that day. 

I agreed right away. Percy said he’d give Dad a call and make sure it was okay 

with him. Dad has sung in the church choir with Percy, lifted a few glasses with 

him at parties and danced with his wife Laurel at community soirées.
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“Are you going to pay him for his help, Percy?” is Dad’s first question.

“Sure, John. How about five bucks for the day? I buy lunch. Sound 

reasonable?”

“Let me ask Jimmy.” Off receiver, Percy hears Dad checking with me. 

“Thumbs up from both of us,” Dad tells Percy.

Making the jukebox rounds with Percy is an all-day drive, stopping at four 

or five towns on a Saturday or on weekdays after school lets out for summer. 

I’m not sure why Percy allows me the privilege of travelling with him. He 

likes the company, maybe, or he knows I’m a big music fan and wants a kid’s 

opinion on the hits of the day. He asks a lot of questions about music and songs.

On trip days, I help Percy load up the records into the back of his candy-

apple-red-with-white-roof 1955 Chevrolet Bel Air Nomad. Around town 

Percy drives a Ford half-ton. The Nomad wagon is reserved for jukebox trips.

The dozens of little flat boxes, each holding twenty-five 45s – the little 

record with the big hole – are all labelled with the types of music: C & W, Pop, 

Rock, Top Hits, Polka, Oldies. He has all his tools for fixing and tuning up the 

boxes in an old wooden toolbox.

Percy wears a black, short-brim fedora on road trips and only on road 

trips. Stuck into the hatband is an unused ticket to Hank Williams’ last concert 

at the Skyline Club in Austin, Texas, December 19, 1952. Percy smokes Black 

Cat Plains and drinks strong black coffee out of a huge Thermos that he keeps 

on the seat next to him all day. Sometimes we pull over to the side of the road 

and Percy pours himself a cup of coffee, has a sip and sets the cup in a special 

holder he bought. We are off to the next jukebox, Percy sipping along the way 

in his rather elegant fashion. There is usually a little white piece of paper stuck 

to his lip from the Black Cats.

As we drive, Percy turns up the radio when a song he likes comes on. He 

encourages me to do the same. Eventually I realize that’s how he figures out 

what songs I like, what songs “the kids” like. Crafty old bugger.

Percy’s tastes lean more toward country music. If Patsy Cline or George 

Jones comes on, he’s in heaven, usually whistling along sweetly but sometimes 

singing along in a rich baritone voice. Percy sang in the church choir for a few 
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years but left because he wanted to whistle the hymns instead of sing the words. 

“God hates whistling and whistlers,” Reverend McClune told him. Sometimes 

Percy thinks of the preacher’s words as he whistles along to Stranger on the 

Shore.

We are leaving Stammers Lake, having just updated the jukebox in the 

Hollyhock Café, the little tourist town’s Chinese café, heading south toward 

Newhooten. The day has turned rainy and the gravel road is wet and easy to 

drive on. Percy starts to whistle How Great Thou Art and suddenly stops. I 

give him a quick glance. His smile turns to a chuckle. I ask him why he stopped 

and he tells me the choir story. We share a jovial moment at the expense of 

Reverend McClune and then we both end up whistling hymns for a few miles.

Stranger is well played at the Hollyhock, with 237 plays since Percy last 

visited 23 days before. That’s about 10 plays a day at eight cents per play. Eighty 

cents times 23 is $18.40. The record cost him 29 cents to buy wholesale. Even 

after giving the Hollyhock their 30% cut, he is still making $12.88. Though 

he replaces it with a new copy for the next three weeks, he made an enormous 

profit. Just from that one song! There are 120 songs on the Hollyhock Seeburg. 

Not all of them rake in that kind of dough, but most get enough plays to warrant 

remaining in the box for another cycle.

Percy has a complex and secret formula he uses to determine if a tune 

stays in a box or is removed. He pulls out a small, well-worn book with a 

deep green cover and does calculations with a pencil while he mutters softly 

to himself. He always turns away from me and anyone else nearby as he does 

his secret tabulations. I’m always amused by this, though some people take 

offence, which of course amuses me even more. They don’t realize this is part 

of Percy’s “show,” being in show business after all. He needs the mystique; 

he needs the talk, the bounce that comes from slightly eccentric behaviour 

designed to stand out in a rural setting where people are seldom starved for 

someone to talk about. Percy is a willing subject for their gossip.

Mag Amy, the Chinese owner and manager of the Hollyhock Café, always 

gives Percy a brown paper bag of fortune cookies when he pays her the 

restaurant’s share of the jukebox gleanings.
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“Foo Meester Pucee. You eat. Have good time.” Mag Amy rubs her small 

hips against Percy’s leg and blinks her eyes coyly. She is very beautiful; her 

hair shines black, her body moves so sensuously.

Percy graciously and always with false surprise accepts the bag of cookies 

with a smile and a slight bow, which puzzles Mag Amy, but she smiles and 

slightly bows back at him, a little disappointed he never follows through with 

her sexy come-ons.

The gravel road to Newhooten passes through the wide valley of the Little 

Saskatchewan River. At a small turnoff with a parking spot on the banks of the 

river, Percy parks the wagon.

“Time for some cookies and fortunes,” he says, opening the small bag and 

offering me its contents. I pick a cookie out of the bag, Percy follows suit. We 

break open the hard shells and read our respective futures.

“You go first,” says Percy.

“You will be proud in manner but tolerant and generous.”

“Good one. Mine says, You have an unusually magnetic personality.” 

Percy repeats the fortune.

“It’s true,” I say.

“How so?”

“People react to you. People notice you when you walk into a room. You 

attract all those dimes and quarters, like a magnet.” We both laugh.

“Okay. Next one.”

I pick another cookie from the bag and break it open.

“Something new will arise for you in your immediate future. I wonder 

what it could be.”

“Here’s mine: You are a person of culture. True again, right, kid?”

“Absolutely, Percy.”

“Last one now,” Percy says, offering me the bag. I break the cookie and read.

“You will always have good luck in your personal affairs.”

“From that cookie to God’s ear, kid. Mine says, Good things are being said 

about you. I wonder who’s talking about me now?”

“Everybody, Percy. Everybody.”
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The fortunes are better than the cookies; Mag Amy’s cookies are stale. We 

eat just a few bites and deposit the rest back in the bag. As we nibble on the 

dry cookies, Percy drinks a cup of his black Thermos coffee and I sip a cup of 

water from Percy’s other Thermos. After years of travelling, Percy is always 

well prepared for anything that might happen along his jukebox route.

“How old do you think Mag Amy is, Percy?”

“She’s 28 or so, I’d say.”

“She’s very pretty.”

“She’s more than pretty, Jim.”

“You’re right. She’s a dazzling beauty!”

Dry grey dust skirls out behind the Nomad and hangs like curtains along 

the windless gravel road. The heat grows.

We pull into Newhooten and park at the side entrance to the Blake Hotel, 

a two-storey brick building which had seen better days about two decades ago. 

If it weren’t for the small payoffs the owner makes to the regional building 

inspector, the Blake would be an empty lot. Its reason for existence has long 

since stopped being a hotel. Though you can still rent a small, foul-smelling 

room with dingy walls and grey bedding for three dollars, it’s a last-resort hotel 

in a dying prairie town. Its pub and restaurant provide the cash flow.

The sign over the side door says “Beer Parlour,” implying a men-only 

establishment. Besides no women, it also means no kids. Since the box is in the 

beer parlour, I’m not able to help Percy with the Rock-Ola. It’s his oldest machine 

and his least profitable. Percy flips me a quarter for a cold drink and a treat.

While I wait in the restaurant, I count the dead flies on the sill of the 

window that overlooks the main drag of Newhooten. There are 61 dead flies, 

all floating belly-up on a brittle sea of stiff wings, their bodies dried, almost 

weightless. When I blow on the flies, they come back to life in a rustling flurry 

away from my breath, then die again in a drift in the corner against the glass. 

I stare at the pile of former flies for the longest time as the sun pours onto the 

yellow Arborite tabletop. My glass of Kik Cola sweats in the heat.

In the 30 minutes I wait for Percy, exactly one car, a half-ton and a semi 

pulling a huge tank drive by the window. Not exactly a bustling town.
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I hear the strains of Stranger on the Shore coming through the door from 

the beer parlour and I know Percy is done with the box. He sometimes plays 

a tune on the jukebox just as he’s leaving so the patrons can enjoy a free song 

on old Percy Peel. He calls it priming the pump. Stranger is his current pump-

priming song of choice.

Hammock is our next and last stop of the day before heading home to 

Langwood. On the cross-country drive over mainly gravel roads, I ask Percy 

what the jukebox in the beer parlour in Newhooten is like and what songs are hot.

“It’s a drunkard’s jukebox,” Percy says.

“What do you mean?”

“All the men in there are drunks. They live to drink. They sit there all day, 

every day, just part of the furniture. You can’t tell them apart from the faded 

beer posters on the walls or the soft lumpy floorboards underfoot. They don’t 

play the box. The weekend crowd makes us money. It’s a country crowd. 42 

in Chicago and She’s Got You were good. Stranger was great as usual. Made 

us over eight bucks!”

As happy as the eight bucks makes me, I’m stuck on the description of the 

room. “The floor is soft and lumpy?” I query, imagining some kind of linoleum 

made of mushrooms!

“It’s an expression, kid. What I mean is, the guys who walk it are loopy 

from the booze, feet unsure and wobbly. They make it look like the floor is 

soft. Get it?”

I get it. “How many drunks were in there?”

“Two. One of them had pissed his pants.” Percy glances at me for a reaction.

“If you gotta go, you gotta go,” I say as we pull into Hammock and stop 

in front of Kerouac’s.

Percy has two boxes in Kerouac’s, one in the beer parlour and one in the 

restaurant. We start with the one in the restaurant together. Percy shows me how 

the 45s fit in the spinner of this particular Rock-Ola, a glorious temptress of 

light and sound that occasionally, all on her own, plays a random song for free.

Percy leaves me a pile of 45s and the slot numbers they should go into with 

the admonition, “Make me proud, kid.” Replacing the little records with other 
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little records, those delicate, sensually tactile discs sporting accommodating 

holes through which several fingers fit, is always the high point of my trips 

with Percy.

This time I replace Johnny Angel with Johnny Get Angry, What’s Your 

Name with The Wah-Watusi, Midnight in Moscow with Lovers Who Wander, 

all improvements over my 11-year-old taste of the previous year. Some changes 

go the other way, from great to bad. It was tough replacing Shout! Shout! (Knock 

Yourself Out) with Roses are Red. But as Percy says, “Music follows the money 

and money follows the music.” I shift a few country tunes around. 42 in Chicago 

goes and She Thinks I Still Care comes, Hank Locklin replaces Don Gibson, 

Porter Waggoner relieves Faron Young. The two big money-spinners in Kerouac’s 

Café are Claude King’s Wolverton Mountain and, of course, Stranger.

Percy comes out of Kerouac’s Bar and says, “Did you make me proud, kid? 

Let’s see.” Percy flips a small switch inside the jukebox which gives unlimited 

free plays and presses several selections on the song board. He’s checking the 

songs that play against the songs advertised to see if I’ve gotten them in the right 

slots with the A-sides and B-sides properly set. He checks all my changes and 

they are all correct but for one. I have the Faron Young record in backwards. 

Damn you, Faron Young.

“You made me proud, kid. You did.” Percy says with slight surprise in 

his voice.

I am a kid. Percy makes sure I remember that, but he has high hopes for 

me and often tells me that. On the way home from Hammock, Percy says, 

“You don’t remind me of anybody I’ve ever known, kid. You’re fresh, some 

kind of new generation that is opening up into the world. The war brought 

you about, a generation spawned by violence and death. What will you be 

like? What will you be like?”

I don’t have a clue what Percy is talking about. With great wisdom, Percy 

is seeing way beyond that flat prairie afternoon with He’s a Rebel by the 

Crystals and Half Heaven, Half Heartache by Gene Pitney on the radio and 

miles and miles between it all.

“What will you be like?”
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We sit in rhetorical silence the rest of the way into town; the radio links us. 

A song I’ve never heard before starts with the sexiest saxophone growl ever. The 

hairs on the back of my neck stand up. A plaintive female voice starts warning 

me that if she goes, I’ll lose a good thing. She’s had it with me and is ready to 

leave. All the while the sax in the background is agreeing with her. Percy sees 

I’m transfixed and lets it play after we park in front of his shop. The song ends.

BJ the DJ says, “That’s brand-new this week on Canada’s Friendly Giant. 

It’s Barbara Lynn with a sultry tune called You’ll Lose a Good Thing and I 

predict it will go Top Ten on CKY…”

Percy shuts off the car, silencing the radio. “You like that song?” he quizzes.

I look down at the bulge in my blue jeans. I have an erection, my first one 

ever. Barbara Lynn and her sexy lure have brought on puberty!

“I guess you do,” chuckles Percy. “It got your juices jumpin’.”

The Number One song when I get my first erection is Good Luck Charm 

by Elvis Presley.
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Puberty presses on me with multiple overlapping confusion. Apparently 

beet-faced embarrassment in school from sudden uncontrolled erections 

as the hormones have their way with my young body, uncertain changes in 

my voice that crackles and slides unpredictably from squeaky to deep, the 

unexpected appearance of hair in places where ne’er a hair has e’er grown, and 

an awkward but growing urge to somehow relate to girls is all normal! My 

parents didn’t prepare me for or explain puberty out of sheer old-fashioned 

Christian embarrassment. At least I think that’s why. That “talk” will come 

eventually, clumsily and with consequences.

My main sources of information about sex come from other boys, glimpses 

of certain magazines and the subconscious pummelling of everyone’s libido 

that admen and TV are just getting into seriously.

At twilight, a week after the solstice when the evenings linger long and 

languid, Calliper Lake reflects mauve and orange streaks that signal the final 

light. The creek that feeds the lake barely ripples around the reeds at its brink. 

On the hill above the lake, the Order Hall glows ghostly white in the twilight. 

The little park the Lions Club maintains at the lakeshore is empty. Stillness 

settles over the town. Occasionally the vague crunching of tires on gravel 

shivers the silence.

June 1962
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Me and my two best buddies meet in an alcove in the thick saskatoon bushes 

that grow along the creek. We are Dirk Stabalski, Park Swedeman (who is Irish) 

and me, all newly pubescent but for Dirk, who’s ahead of us by about six months. 

Park and me are about the same height but he’s got a bigger body. Dirk is about 

the same size as Park and about an inch taller than us.

Park and me sport brush cuts, mine brown, his summer blond, both 

parentally mandatory. Dirk has a full head of black hair his father cuts, rather 

adeptly if he’s sober, in a restrained if lop-sided 1950s ducktail style that Dirk 

cements in place with Brylcreem. (This prompts school wag Nancy Clemence 

to say the closest Dirk Stabalski gets to “brilliant” is Brylcreem.) All that’s 

missing are sideburns; they are inevitable. The main feature of Dirk’s face 

isn’t his cheapo haircut, his deep-set brooding eyes or his prominent chin he 

likes to swaggle. The wide scar that runs in an arc across his forehead and ends 

ominously in the corner of his left eye gives Dirk the look of dire experience.

Dirk’s scar lingers as a souvenir of a celebration held in Langwood a year 

and a half back. As the sign on Highway 4 on the way into town proclaims, 

Langwood is “A Town With Water.” Sewer is implied. No more outhouses 

and public taps, buckets of water and basement chemical toilets; Langwood 

became a town with water, running hot and cold, flushing and showering for 

the first time in its 75-year history in 1960. That summer, streets and yards 

were torn up all over town as the infrastructure for water and sewer settled 

into the trenches, nestling in under the feet of Langwoodites.

Most new “towns with water” hold a subdued but cheerful ceremony, 

usually with the symbolic burning of an outhouse signalling the end of the old 

worn path out back. A bright outlook, “the future is sanitary,” is the argument 

that always sells ratepayers on waterworks; it works every time. The lone 

biffy, symbolic of all its relations in town, is set ablaze, sacrificed to a future 

of flushes to the cheers of locals.

Never a town to do anything in a small way, Langwood likes to live up to its 

reputation. “Let’s burn all the biffies in town at once,” proclaimed Councillor 

Hugh Lindal, the local Chevy dealership owner, to audible support from the 

rest of the council. Though Mayor Crosby was restrained in his support for 
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Langwood’s mass biffy burning, he came around when he saw the stack of 71 

biffies piled on the flats at the north end of the lake. Hauled and stacked by 

Driblanski’s hough, the pile was a mottle of brightly painted wooden hulls, 

mostly similar in size if not design or colour. Some two-seaters peeked out of 

the pile. The bottom openings, which once shielded holes filled with human 

muck, now gaped obscene and odourous in plain view. “It will make a fine 

blaze and leave an indelible impression,” the Mayor told Rick Schultz, reporter 

from The Bystander. “People will remember this night.”

The ceremony in early October was attended by two-thirds of the people 

in town. At the ceremony, Mayor Crosby speechified briefly; Doctor Gault, 

with his slight British accent, remarked about personal hygiene and how that 

night a new era was beginning in our ability to fight disease. The Mayor turned 

a giant red tap, the water flowed in, the waste flowed out, it was a miracle! The 

20th Century arrived in Langwood. The outhouses were lit by Volunteer Fire 

Chief Randy Clowd and the townspeople of Langwood cheered as their past 

went up in smoke, cutting a swath of light, heat and stink through the cold 

October twilight.

It was a fine blaze, enjoyed on many levels, from tearful to indifferent to 

ecstatic. Mona Guberek sniffled into her hankie as the biffy her late husband, 

Alexander, built the year they got married popped and crackled, spitting blue 

flame into the darkness and finally collapsing into a sombre smoulder. Askance 

Brown, puffing on a Rothmans, said good riddance to the lousy crapper she had 

shat in for three decades by thumbing her nose at the heap of burning shanties.

That night, and for two days and nights afterwards, every nose knew 

Langwood had gotten its water by a constant reminder. An acrid, burning-

manure smell arose from the smouldering heap of collapsed outhouses that 

had resisted arduous spraying from the town’s fire truck and volunteer fire 

department and still offered up nasal pollution that seemed to permeate the 

whole town no matter which direction the wind blew. It was awful; some older 

people went to the hospital for oxygen and relief.

The only person who enjoyed it was old Felix McTiler, who felt smug and 

utterly vindicated. McTiler said waterworks was the work of Satan and they 
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could crucify him if they wanted to but he “weren’t never gonna git no fookin’ 

devil water on my land.” Since McTiler had the only remaining outhouse in 

town, it was always toppled on Hallowe’en until he took to sitting on a crate, 

shotgun across his lap, in the shadows by his back door, his biffy in full view. 

After awhile it didn’t have to be Hallowe’en to tip McTiler.

Dirk Stabalski celebrated Langwood’s bright new future by racing madly 

around and around the big biffy fire, often dodging dangerously close to the 

flames. The locals cheered him on, accelerating his excitement. That part Dirk 

liked best; that’s what he remembers of the night. He remembers the intense 

wavering heat from the sputtering pile, the blinding brightness, the ecstatic 

feeling from close proximity to the flames and the thrill of the blaze itself. The 

consuming flames – wild, brutal, unforgiving, ancient – quickened something 

deep within Dirk’s being. That’s what he remembers.

He’s forgotten the flaming broken shard of door with rusted hinge that 

burst off a biffy as it collapsed under the weight of the pile, propelling the shard 

straight toward him and etching a deep design into his forehead. He’s forgotten 

the feeling of being in the arms of his sobbing father running to the Langwood 

Hospital two blocks away, both of them awash in blood. He’s forgotten the 

suffocating feeling as his blood poured down his face, clogging his nostrils and 

creating a warm coppery taste in his mouth that made him feel like puking. 

He’s forgotten Doctor Gault staunching the bleeding and stitching him up, 

leaving a wide but elegant scar. He’s forgotten that Doctor Gault marvelled 

at how close the cut came to Dirk’s eye, stopping just short of the corner. He 

told Dirk’s parents he had managed to save the boy’s eye from damage by 

careful doctor craft but their son would “hereafter have a distinguished and 

distinguishing blemish for all to see.” Dirk denies his scar by avoiding mirrors.

As it often is when he’s excited, this evening by the creek Dirk’s scar is 

shiny red in the gathering gloom.

“How does it look tonight?” he asks us both, the only people in the world 

Dirk Stabalski can ask.

“It’s bright red; you’re excited,” I reply.

“Is that it? I’m excited? That makes it go bright red?”
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“Sometimes,” I say. Park nods in agreement.

“It’s getting dark. Let’s make a fire.”

“No, Dirk.” Dirk always wants to make a fire.

“Sheesh!”

Park is eager to talk about the TV show he saw last night, especially since 

it’s his favourite show, Route 66, which has gone into summer reruns.

“Last night’s episode was so cool, even if it was a rerun. It’s the one where 

Tod and Buz discover the stolen car ring by using the ’Vette as a decoy.”

“Yeah, I remember that episode,” says Dirk without much conviction.

“The look on Tod and Buz’s faces when they realized the ’Vette was safe, 

that was so cool. The Corvette is the coolest car in the world on the coolest 

show in the world with the coolest theme song in the world, ever. The theme 

is a hit, I see.”

“Yeah, CKY’s been playing it for a few weeks. Sounds great on the radio, 

too,” I add.

“Cool.”

Park overuses cool to indicate how cool he is. But he’s right about the 

Corvette. Langwood has exactly one Corvette. Kyle Lindal drives a 1960 

’Vette that his dad gave him when he turned 16. It’s silver fox metallic, leather 

buckets, 420 under the hood and almost, but not quite, makes Kyle Lindal as 

cool as Buz and Tod.

“I overheard Kyle tell Wheezy that he hit 156 on the straightaway between 

here and Oakburn,” says Dirk. “He wants to try for 170. That’s crazy fast!”

“Or just crazy,” says Park.

One-fifty-six notwithstanding, Kyle will never be as cool as the Route 66 

guys. Kyle’s little drawback is that his Corvette doesn’t automatically update 

itself every year to the latest model like the one on Route 66 does. Park pointed 

this out to us about midway through the second season, and since then we 

have watched in anticipation for some explanation from our wanderlustful, 

jobless buddies how every year they trade up to the latest model just like the 

ones on GM car lots. Since no explanations have been forthcoming, we make 

up our own.
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“It’s actually an episode of The Twilight Zone?” I offer. My friends are 

unimpressed.

“Maybe they’re just stupid and don’t notice,” says Dirk, his attempt at 

injecting sarcasm into his voice sounding like a whine. While Dirk likes the 

show, he often plays devil’s advocate to Park’s zeal.

“Or maybe, just maybe…” – we lean in to hear Park’s explanation – “since 

the show is sponsored by General Motors, who make Corvettes, maybe the 

whole show is just one big commercial for the Corvette. A 60-minute commercial 

for General Motors, and Tod and Buz are the salesmen, driving around with 

the wind in their hair, the sun in their eyes and girls flocking to them every 

time they stop to gas up or go for a pee.”

“Sheesh.”

The little creek gurgles past us as we three sit in silence digesting the 

significance of Park’s words. They are large and informing words, filled with 

meaning, words that need to be carefully mulled, sorted into reference points 

and responded to in an adequate manner. Sheesh pretty much covers it. Dirk 

has nailed it.

“Sheesh.”

Park and I share an immediate understanding of his theory, one that will 

spur both of us on to even deeper considerations and investigations, I’m sure. 

Dirk is just catching up with the idea.

“Oh yeah, like a long commercial that never stops, kinda like the highways 

that the guys drive on, they never end.”

“Great metaphor, Dirk.” I’m serious. For Dirk, it is actually a great one!

“Why, thank you, my dear friend.” Dirk attempts humility through 

formality. Neither work.

“Let’s make a fire.”

“No, Dirk. Still no fire.”

“Sheesh.”

We discuss all the significant matters of the day: how Shelley Shankmann’s 

boobs are progressing, how grateful we are not to have to go to school for over 

two months, Yankee pitchers, how great Gene Pitney is (his current hit is the 
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marvellous The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, his follow-up to the sublime 

Town Without Pity), how much fun Palisades Park by Freddy Cannon is and 

how lousy Bobby Vinton is (his current hit is the deadly Roses Are Red), what 

a stuck-up snob Lisa Lindal is and a dozen other equally significant topics. 

In one of those shared moments of mutual curiosity, we start discussing body 

hair, what it means and what to do about it. In hushed tones, reverent of the 

deep mysteries being discussed, we mull over the possibilities.

“I got three hairs next to my pee-pee today,” offers Park.

“It’s not your pee-pee any more. It’s your cock now. When hair starts to 

grow around it, that’s when it becomes a cock.” Park and I defer to Dirk’s 

seemingly flawless interpretation. “So did they match your eyes?”

“What?” Park is confounded.

“Your punic hairs. Did they match your eyes?”

Dirk starts to laugh unconvincingly at a joke he barely understands himself 

and settles for the pale amusement of merely confusing Park, not an easy feat 

most days. I garner the word “punic” from Dirk’s strange joke and store it 

away for looking up later.

“My armpits have started to smell,” I whisper in the deepening twilight, 

hoping Dirk won’t pounce on my ignorance. “Sometimes they smell like lemons 

and there are some hairs growing there. I think the hairs are making my armpits 

smell. They might be lemon hairs. Whaddaya think, Dirk?”

Dirk sneers at me, flexing all the muscles of his advanced age and the 

wisdom thus accrued. His look is more articulate than Dirk could ever be. It 

states with certainty that I am an asshole idiot for even asking the question.

“Of course the hair makes your pits stink,” Dirk says, loud enough to 

startle us, and a red-winged blackbird from the higher branches.

“What do I do?” I’m trying for casually curious, pass through forlorn 

into desperate.

Being a dork of some moral fibre, Dirk takes compassion on my youthful 

innocence. Lowering his voice, he explains what I need to do. “Every time a 

new hair appears anywhere on your body that’s not supposed to be there, get 

the tweezers…you know what tweezers are, right?”
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We all know what tweezers are and where they can usually be found.

Dirk goes on: “Take the new hair in the grip of the tweezers and yank it 

out. A short swift pull and it’s gone for good. Won’t grow back. Ever. That’s 

what I do.”

“Doesn’t it hurt?” I ask.

“Yeah, it hurts. It’s supposed to hurt. You’re a man now. Take the pain. 

Sometimes a tiny drop of blood will appear in the hole where the hair was. Just 

one drop of blood. Wipe it away with your finger. Taste it on the tip of your 

tongue. What’s a little pain and blood if you’re getting rid of a hair. When it’s 

gone, it’s gone for good.”

That seems like much too much pain on a regular basis for me. However, 

adolescent curiosity being what it is, I learn that they do, indeed, grow back, 

and also what a dumb cluck Dirk is. My body hair is getting way ahead of the 

tweezers anyway, so I come to the realistic choice: I can spend all day harvesting 

my own hair or I can let it grow wild and free. I opt for the latter.

Our house has three large dictionaries that range from 11 to 26 to 51 years old. 

A complete set of World Books published in 1936 lines the top bookshelf. I am 

among the lucky few to have a teacher mom. Mom’s profession was teaching, 

graduating Normal School (even though they never were able to make her 

“normal”) when the Depression began. She taught at several rural schools 

around Manitoba, principalling at Erickson during the war. She met and married 

Dad when she taught in southwestern Manitoba for a year. He was dashing, 

respectful and kind. They eloped in 1942, three months before he enlisted in 

the army and shipped off overseas.

Along her path, Mom gathered the dictionaries and encyclopaedia that she 

encourages me to use and is thrilled to see they are ragged and disassembling from 

my constant use. Words fascinate me. They have weight, movement, intention, 

drama and skill much beyond their meaning. When I was a baby Mom started 

to read to me every night from poetry books, fairy tales (even though she was 
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very selective about violence), joke books (I have occasional flashbacks to Mom 

leaning toward me, her red face streaked with tears from laughing at something 

she read in the joke book she holds. I laugh along, and blink, too, wide-eyed, 

betraying the taste of fear her tears awaken in me) and even occasional newspaper 

stories. She read to me every day and had me read to her every day starting when 

I was four. Occasionally, just after I get into bed, she will still read me a poem or 

something she’s found in the newspaper or while looking through some old books.

Mom made me aware of words and excited my curiosity about their use 

from an early age. She taught me the thrill of finding a word’s meaning and 

its source by looking in a dictionary. Then she challenged me to use the new 

words. She listened for them, and when I used them, even unintentionally, I 

was rewarded and encouraged. Dictionaries are sacred to me, like bibles, but, 

like bibles, sometimes they just confuse me.

Like “punic.” It weighs on my mind as I discover hairs next to my penis 

one morning not long after Dirk used the term. The result of my dictionary 

search confuses me. All I find is reference to some wars that happened even 

before Jesus was born, between Carthage, whose residents spoke Punic, and 

Rome. Nothing about hair anywhere. The word’s secondary definition – that 

of being treacherous or faithless – only added to my bewilderment. Treacherous 

hair? Faithless hair? What the hell is Dirk on about? He has created a mystery 

that I am determined to solve.

I need to know what the right word is, so I decide to consult an older, 

wiser, but discreet source. I knock on the Hansons’ door.

Hazel opens the door. “Oh, hi, Jimmy. How are you?”

“Good, Mrs. Hanson. Is Wedge home?”

“If you mean Reginald, then he is. Just go up.”

Hazel and my mother were childhood friends and lived five miles from 

each other back then. Now they live a block away from each other and spend 

plenty of time together. When we arrived in Langwood, because Hazel was the 

only person she knew in town, Mom had me hang out with Wedge.

Wedge hates to be called Reginald, Reg or any variation on the name that 

isn’t Wedge. Wedge is six years older than me and a bit of a hood. He has a bad 
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attitude, smokes cigarettes and, like his father, drinks too heavily for anyone’s 

good. It wasn’t long before Mom and Dad realized the immediate negative effect 

Wedge was having on their innocent little child when I came home using words 

like “prick” and “fuck.” Just over a week later, it was agreed by everyone that 

Wedge and Jimmy wouldn’t be “playing” together any more. Hazel knows 

her son is a rebel and appreciates her old friend’s honesty and accommodation.

But, as our two families spent more time together, I got to know Wedge 

better. Many evenings of furious, howling games of Yahtzee ensued around the 

Hanson dining room table over the years. The same blue blanket, with yellow 

wavy pattern, ragged edge, overlapping alcohol stains and pocks from dropped 

cigs, covers the whole table. Food, ashtrays, drinks, scorecards, pencils, smokes 

all sit on the blanket whose job is to keep the game’s many dice from rattling 

and flying every which way. The room drenched in cigarette smoke – all the 

Hansons smoke – and the smell of stale beer and cheap whisky lends itself to 

the friendly bonding that is the understory to every Yahtzee evening.

Because of Yahtzee nights, I can talk to Wedge. I can ask him stuff older 

guys know and not feel embarrassed. I clomp up the flight of narrow stairs to 

the second floor and turn into Wedge’s room.

“Hey, Jimmy. Thought that was your quiet footfall. How are you, kid?”

“Good, Wedge. You?”

Wedge lies on his side on a metal-framed bed covered with a flimsy mattress 

and clean white sheets. He is wearing just white cotton briefs and a V-neck 

white undershirt for the heat, smoking a cigarette and reading a Mighty Mouse 

comic book. Like his father, Jack, Wedge’s face is strong, thin and angular, with 

high cheekbones, a square jaw and a tall forehead topped with a crop of thick 

black hair. He is handsome. His body, tanned brown as a berry to his waist then 

white on down, is equally angular, with muscular arms, broad toned shoulders, 

thin waist and sinewy legs. People describe him as “wiry.”

If I need a living example of machismo, Wedge Hanson fills the bill. He 

is strong, knows stuff and is willing to share it with me, willing to be honest, 

not bullshit me for his amusement. He is also experienced. There isn’t a girl 

with a thing for bad boys in Langwood High that hasn’t spent some time in a 
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back seat with Wedge. At least one went “visiting relatives” as a result. We are 

buddies in a big brother/kid brother way.

“How’s the Belvedere running?” Wedge bought a 1955 Plymouth Belvedere 

coupe, two-tone red and black, a month back.

“The Belve is purring like a kitten. Lots of room in the back seat. What’s 

up, Jimmy?”

“I need to ask you what punic hair is.”

“You mean pubic hair. Pubic. Pu-bic. Like this.”

Wedge pulls down his white briefs enough to reveal his tuft of dark pubic 

hair.

“Pubic hair.” He points at his and cocks his head. “You got any yet?”

“Huh?” I stare at Wedge’s pubic hair. It is so thick and so dark.

“You got any pubic hair yet?”

“Yeah. Oh yeah.”

“You do not.”

“I do,” I insist.

“Let’s see,” Wedge challenges.

“No. I have some.”

“Prove it.”

“No.”

Before I can move, Wedge leaps from the bed, turns me around, tosses 

me down on my back on the mattress, pins my arms over my head with his 

left hand and straddles my hips, a smouldering Sweet Cap hanging from his 

sharp grin. With his right hand, he unbuttons my jeans and yanks them and 

my shorts down. He looks closely and sees my new growth.

“Aha! You’re gonna be a man yet, Jimmy!” Wedge stares down at me, 

grinning widely, his jaw locking his playful grimace in place, his eyes black 

and piercing like his father’s. He holds me that way at his leisure, savouring his 

easy dominance of me, even more as I start to squirm. My scrawny body is no 

match for his toned muscles. When I relax under his grip, the fun goes out of 

it. He rolls to the side and says, “You havin’ wet dreams yet?”

I pull up my jeans and button them. I have heard the term “wet dreams” 
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before but never personalized it, never related it to myself. It has so far escaped 

my curiosity. Not so after today.

“Wet dreams?” I say, my question utterly obvious.

“You’d know if you were.” I figure Wedge will be as helpful as he can in 

this regard.

“Close the door and snib it.”

I follow Wedge’s instructions. We are enclosed in his private world that 

smells of smoke and underwear.

“Okay, wet dreams,” he begins. “Sometimes when you have a sexy dream 

your cock gets a hard-on while you’re asleep. Follow me so far?”

I do, I guess. Wedge goes on.

“The dream is so sexy that stuff comes out of your cock into your PJs or 

briefs or into your bed. Sometimes this wakes you up to a sticky mess that 

requires plenty of Kleenex, maybe a trip to the can for a wipe-up. Other times 

you don’t wake up and by morning it turns into crystals that are hard and 

brittle on your belly and your cock and the bed. When you move, the crystals 

crackle and break up. If you do wake up during, you feel great. You tingle. 

Especially your cock. That’s a wet dream.”

Wedge has just presented an improbability so vast that it is barely graspable 

by my newly-pubescent mind. His practical description immediately spawns 

numerous questions. This actually happens to people? To men? To me? It will 

happen to me? What happens afterwards? Will it kill me?

As if intuiting my concerns, Wedge adds, “It doesn’t hurt, it feels great, 

it won’t injure you or kill you. When it does happen, just think, it’s all a part 

of being a man, like shaving. Oh yeah, you haven’t gotten to shaving yet. You 

will, Jimmy, you will.”

This is a lot for me to absorb. Even so, I need more information on a 

couple of points.

“Tell me more about what comes out of my cock, Wedge. What is it?”

“It’s the ‘come’ we men have that girls need to make babies.” Wedge lights up 

another plain Sweet Cap and balances it on the edge of the big amber glass ashtray 

on the table next to his bed. “We make it in our balls and carry it around so it’s 
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always ready to make a baby. It’s the little semens that swim around in it that makes 

the babies. We make our dick hard, deliver the juice – special delivery of course 

– and – Johnny-on-the-spot – babies! But we can’t let the girls have the juice. We 

have to keep it in little plastic bags called rubbers, to keep the semens away from 

the babies. Somebody said they are candomes, but they’re really called rubbers.”

Wedge fishes his wallet out of his blue jeans that sag over a wooden chair 

in the corner of the room. He plucks a small flat square of silver foil from the 

worn wallet and tosses it at me. I catch it and turn it in my fingers. A round 

ridge pushes up from inside the curious package. It feels soft and squishy. My 

bewildered look prompts him: “It’s a rubber inside, but I’m not going to waste 

a perfectly good rubber to show you. It fits over your cock, like a little plastic 

bag. You’ll have to imagine that for now.” Wedge snatches the foil square from 

me and tucks it secretively back into his wallet.

Wedge is slamming the new words at me in a barrage that challenges my 

memory as it excites my body and quickens my nerves. I’ll have plenty of 

looking up to do after this, but Wedge is nowhere near finished improving 

my vocabulary.

“So, ‘come’ is what spurts out when you jerk off. Follow me, Jimmy?”

It’s a pop quiz and I’m already a grade behind.

“Jerk off? What’s that?”

Another term heard in passing that aroused no interest in my curiosity until 

this very moment. A wistful smile comes over Wedge’s mouth; he chuckles to 

himself, takes a long drag on his Sweet Cap and falls back onto his pillow. I sit 

on the bed next to him wondering.

We hear footsteps coming up the creaky stairs and Hazel’s voice through 

the door.

“You boys okay? You’re awfully quiet!”

“Yeah, Ma, we’re just talkin’.”

“Just talking, Mrs. Hanson.”

“Okay, well, I’m going over to your mom’s for coffee, Jimmy. See you 

later, Reg.”

“Say hi to Mrs. Crawford, okay?”
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“Will do, son.” Hazel creaks back down the stairs and down the block to 

our house.

“What good sons we are, aren’t we?” Wedge whispers and we both laugh.

What ensues over the next hour in Wedge Hanson’s bedroom is nothing 

less than a PhD in pubescent sexual knowledge, advanced studies for a 12-year-

old. Wedge reiterates what we learned so far about wet dreams, come juice, 

semens and rubbers, and segues into jerking off smoothly with aplomb and a 

smile on his handsome face the whole time. After a brief explanation, he decides 

a demonstration will educate quicker and better. He strips off his briefs and 

undershirt, pulls a magazine called “Naked Dream Girls” out from under his 

mattress, opens it to the centrefold and, staring at the naked girl, starts massaging 

his cock and balls. I won’t describe the technical aspects, since they are familiar 

to nearly everyone. It doesn’t take much encouragement for me to strip and 

join in with my own girl who also lives under Wedge’s mattress.

My most vivid memories of the moment are like pieces of a shattered 

mirror. I recall the increased heat of the exertion, the enormous breasts on 

the women in the magazine, the sight of Wedge’s brown chest suddenly and 

repeatedly splashed with his white semen and the spasms I feel from head to 

toe as I twitch on the bed next to him. I quiver and jerk; a loud wail springs 

from my mouth, making Wedge laugh. I inspect our respective semen, rub a 

little of both between my thumb and fingertips. They feel the same. We clean 

up with a roll of toilet paper Wedge has next to his bed then rest together in 

the afterglow, silent. Wedge smokes.

As we lie there, the premier event in a lifelong ritual between men begins. 

With adolescent curiosity I study Wedge’s cock in detail and compare it to 

mine. They are pretty much the same, but different in one obvious way. His 

has more skin, a cover, a hood at the end. I don’t have that! Wedge adds to my 

vocabulary and confusion by explaining the difference.

“You been circumscribed. When you were a baby you had a circumscription 

and you didn’t even feel it, didya?” Another one for the dictionary.

The sound of Hazel returning home rousts us. I dressed quickly, thank 

Wedge for all his help.
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“Hey, Jimmy. Just between you and me, I’m always ready to help out, 

buddy, as long as it stays between you and me. Get it?”

“Got it, Wedge.” I smile. He knows I got it. “Thanks, Wedge.”

There is a trust between us that dispels any doubt I have that Wedge might 

suddenly announce publicly to friends or family that Jimmy doesn’t know what 

jerking off is for the sheer amusement my ensuing embarrassment brings him. 

That’s Wedge’s behaviour when he knows a secret about someone he doesn’t 

like. But I know he’ll never do that to me, and he never has. He knows I would 

never reveal where I learned what he taught me today.

After thanking Hazel Hanson for nothing in particular, I flee the house, 

bubbling over with exuberance.

My first jerk-off! The Number One song is The Stripper by David Rose.

Though I don’t jerk off again that night – that took a day of careful 

consideration and preparation – I have my very first wet dream. I awake around 

two in the morning with heavy-duty twitching and warm pleasures seeping 

out of me. I know exactly what is happening to me, thanks to, perhaps even 

induced by, Wedge’s vivid explanation.
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My new sexual wisdom comes in handy the next week when Park 

Swedeman returns from a week-long camping trip with his folks and 

younger sister Vilma. It’s great to see him and we head to the park by the lake 

for some catching up. I immediately notice he is morose, less cheery than his 

usual self. Something’s eating at my friend.

The day is hot, with torrid south winds blowing off the lake. We sit under 

the shady spruce grove at the lip of a ridge to take advantage of the breeze. 

We haven’t been there two minutes before Park says, in a stern voice, “Jim.” 

(Park is the first person to call me Jim, not Jimmy, and I will always love and 

respect him for that.) “I think I’m sick.” His tone suggests true seriousness.

“Oh no! Are you in pain?”

“No. No pain.”

“Are you bleeding?”

“No. No blood. Just…”

“Tell me, Park!” I am firm.

“I have some stuff coming out of me.”

“Out of where? Oh no, not your asshole?”

“No. Not my asshole. My…”

“Your…?”

July 1962
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“My cock.” Park looks relieved to have finally said it.

He recounts how on the second night of the camping trip he woke up in 

the middle of the night in the tent with something sticky in his underpants. 

Because he thought it came out of his cock, it made him very worried. He 

thought he was going to die, his whole life force seeping out of his cock. Then 

it happened again the next night. This plagued his mind the whole trip and he 

couldn’t wait to get back home to confide in Dirk or me. Luckily for Park, 

Dirk is away at the remote church camp where his parents ship him for three 

weeks every summer just to get him out of their hair for as long as possible. 

Who knows how Dirk would have interpreted Park’s “problem”!

My intense crash course in sex from Wedge had occurred about a week before 

Park’s worried confession. I’ve had plenty of research time to familiarize myself 

with the terminology (though that circumscription thing still confounds me), 

can use it comfortably, and can, in relatively easy terms, explain to Park what 

is actually happening to him. That he isn’t sick, he isn’t dying, he is having wet 

dreams, men have wet dreams, he is just being a man, that’s all. I leave jerking 

off for another day, as I want Park to revel in the relief of knowing what is 

coming out of him and that he isn’t going to die from it.

Park never doubts one word I say even as I explain the crystals that form 

the next morning. Park trusts me and I trust him; that’s the kind of friends 

we are.

After he fully understands his situation, Park turns to me very dramatically 

and says, “Jim, you just saved my life.” He is utterly serious; his stare penetrates 

deep into my eyes. “Thank you. I owe you my life.”

“No, you don’t owe me your life, Park. Just always be a good friend and 

I’ll be the same.”

“Deal.”

“Deal.”

We shake hands and hug shoulder to shoulder in the afternoon heat.
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One side of the Texaco yard is occupied by three 60-foot-tall tanks that hold 

the various kinds of fuel: Sky Chief, Fire Chief, diesel, a warehouse for oil 

and access to boxcars along the track, the big truck with four different-sized 

metal tanks and, off in one corner of the yard, a small office building made of 

metal. Like the warehouse, the office building exterior is entirely corrugated 

tin, always a dun grey in any light. Everything inside the building is metal as 

well: floor, walls, ceiling, desk, chairs, shelves, lamp, wastebasket, everything. 

Dad jokes that one good strike of lightning would send him and the whole 

town to heaven on the fiery purple breath of gasoline. (Maybe I’m being more 

poetic than Dad.)

After the day’s hauling to farms and service stations, the truck sits creaking, 

crackling and cooling in the yard. In the tin office, Dad’s day is done. Time 

for a drink.

There is a small rap on the metal door of the Texaco office. “Come in,” 

Dad says, not getting up from his metal swivel chair behind the desk.

The door creaks open and the grizzled head of Selwyn Yardley pops into 

the office.

“Sel, you old bugger, how you doin’?” Dad says, a little too loud.

This brings a smile to Sel’s face. He is welcome this time. Sometimes, if 

Johnny has gotten well into the sauce, he spurns Sel’s company, turning him 

away from his private metal haunt. Tonight, Dad feels like a drinkin’ buddy.

“Have a seat, Sel. Let me pour you a shot here.” Dad takes a small juice glass 

with a motif of red and blue chevrons around it off the metal shelf and fills it 

to the brim from a bottle labelled JB Birk Whisky but containing two dollars’ 

worth of hooch from up north. Without raising the glass, Dad slowly pushes 

it toward Sel. It makes a small sighing sound as it moves across the metal desk.

“Thank ye, my old war buddy,” Sel says, raising the small glass to match 

and toast my father’s small glass, which wears small orange and yellow flowers 

on delicate green stems with tiny detailed leaves.

They aren’t war buddies at all. Sel has never been in a war. He just says it 

as a way to thank my old man for his generosity, to acknowledge and honour 

him for the parts of himself he left in France, Belgium, over there. They drink 
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slowly, each imbibing about a third of the glass. That’s about enough of a quaff 

of this particular blend.

“Who, might I ask, brewed this fine concoction for us, Johnny?” Sel’s face 

is already turning red from one sip of the stuff and his body is still wincing.

“I watched old Noodles Kowalchuk siphon this right out of a 45-gallon 

drum he had a third full. Noodles said, ‘Cooked today, Johnny, no bluestone, 

cooked today,’ and he smiled and shook his head in that way that makes you 

wonder if his neck got broke once and not mended right?”

Sel toasts. “To Noodles Kowalchuk. Long may he brew.”

They quaff another third from their glasses. Both grimace and arch their 

backs in response to the fresh poison.

“Youse hear what happened to Mercel Parselowski up at Silver Beach?” 

Sel quizzes Dad.

“No. What?”

“Fuckin’ Mounties bust in with baseball bats, left his place in ruins. His 

still and all his equipment’s scattered a mile down the road, the ground soaked 

with hooch and Mercel with a broke shoulder blade from trying to protect 

his place. They didn’t arrest him, just threatened him. Fuckers. You’d think it 

was Prohibitions again.”

“That’ll send you home talkin’ to yourself,” Dad agrees.

They finish off their glasses with necessary squinting and exhalations. Sel 

sets his empty glass down noisily on the metal desk. Dad needs no further 

cue. He nods slightly and Selwyn pushes the empty glass across the desk to 

Dad, who refills both glasses. The glass sighs as Dad pushes it back over to 

his drinking buddy.

“To Mercel and his busted shoulder,” Dad says, raising his glass to meet 

Sel’s in midair over the centre of the big metal desk. Stranger on the Shore 

comes on, on the old brown Philips.

While it may dim the gangrene horrors of war for a while, the alcohol is 

less successful at quelling Dad’s memory and his guilt about the events of a 

more recent hot August day. The bite of the booze and the salt of his tears 

often mingle on his lips. That’s when Sel takes his cue to leave, shambling out 
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the door into the fresh cool air, nauseous from the homebrew’s evil taste but 

well drunk from its beautiful poison.

Meanwhile, at home…. “Let’s just eat!”

“Give him another ten minutes,” Mom keeps saying.

She’s in the pacing stage, too. It’s ten after seven; dinner is over ready. We 

wait. She’s afraid. TV can’t even distract her. He never phones to say, “I’m getting 

blotto in the metal shack.” He just ignores us, even after he gets home. Nothing 

violent or threatening here, just sad and beaten Dad, quiet, not quite there, not 

quite anywhere, which is better than where he usually is when he’s sober, I suppose.

Finally he comes home and just sits at the kitchen table, drunk in his own 

way, eating with us, if we’ve waited. We watch each other; conversation is stiff, 

sparse. His face has shrunk, his sunken eyes have a haze over them. We get 

through another meal. He’s asleep on the couch in 20 minutes.

Later she puts him to bed. He feels and is green in the morning, which he 

shakes off by noon, refocuses and comes home like a real family man by six, 

jokes at dinner, and we feel loose and unbroken for a few minutes. It lingers in 

the house; it is love, there is no doubt about that. He loves us, we love him, it’s 

our little four-horse merry-go-round of love. No one rides the fourth horse, a 

bouncing smiling brown pony with a secret. Occasionally we all pay to ride.

The Apache Theatre, sounding like a little bit of Hollywood enchantment 

on the broad Manitoba Escarpment, sits at the end of Main Street, a chunky 

rectangular box covered in ugly asphalt tiles. A vertical pile of red letters above 

the marquee spells P-A-C-H-E and is lit from below by a spotlight when it 

isn’t burnt out. The first A blew off in a windstorm two years after the place 

was built and has never been replaced. Since the closest actual Apache person is 

over 2,000 miles away in the American Southwest, the theatre’s name confounds 

and begs relevance. Some people call it The Patch.

Hollywood, The Patch is not. A dank barn with giant steel cables strung 

through it to keep the outer walls from collapsing is what it is. The dirty floor 
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is always sticky; seat springs protrude from many of the ancient red velvet 

upholstered seats. A large brown stain covers the lower right corner of the 

screen, bringing its own colour mix to the movies.

In spite of all that, and partly because of all that, The Patch is the most 

magical place in all of Langwood.

Some of the most intense moments of my callow years have been inspired by 

visions that arose on The Patch’s screen. Halfway through The Blob (when The 

Blob comes through the projector holes in the movie theatre) I ran screaming from 

the theatre, out into the street and halfway across town, driven by knee-numbing 

terror, home to see a look of horror come over Mom’s face as she realized my 

state. She sensed the nightmares to come. They came and we dealt with them.

The Patch has a balcony, which is one of the three best things about it; the 

smell of popcorn and the movie are the other two. The balcony means either 

you are on a date, or you are tormenting and embarrassing your friends who 

are trying to date.

The other use of the balcony is its educational value for the newly pubescent 

who need to learn the bases. We watch older brothers or buddies on their dates 

in the balcony, studying their every move, their finesse, often not sure how or 

why that would feel good but drawn toward it nonetheless.

Before we figured out the real purpose of the balcony, the movies were 

a main source of sexual information. The Leech Woman taught me that what 

women want is the white goo from men’s necks that they extract with a pointed 

finger ring. Not having the depth to grasp the metaphor, I was spooked. 

But eventually the strangeness fades from these incomprehensible youthful 

interpretations; they become our teachers, and soon their wisdom accrues 

within us. Thankfully, we grow.

Television is putting the kibosh on The Patch; that, and its decrepit condition. 

It isn’t the first movie theatre in Langwood. The first one, the Bijou, where 

my mother paid a nickel to go to see Clara Bow and Errol Flynn in the 1920s, 

burned down and The Patch replaced it way before World War Two.

You can track the slow demise of The Patch by the days it is dark. When 

we first moved to town, you could attend a movie every night but Sunday. 
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Then it dropped the Wednesday and Thursday screenings, then Monday and 

Tuesday were gone. The Show is now a weekend event, unless a blockbuster 

requires a longer run.

The movie fare is all Hollywood, the usual spookier stuff for the teens, 

the popular movies and biblical epics for, well, everyone. Tonight it’s The 

Music Man, which I’ve read about and look forward to seeing. Saturday night 

showings are 7 p.m. and 9:15 p.m. The little town is buzzing tonight.

Saturday nights are the biggest nights of the week in Langwood. It’s 

a tradition; it goes way back, the night when the farmers put on their best 

duds and come to town, bringing the kids, the grannies and grumpy gramps 

even, ready to let loose of some cash, maybe some steam. All the stores stay 

open late, at least until nine o’clock, some later, depending. People shop, they 

socialize, they gossip, they drink, they get haircuts, they play pool, they go 

to the movies or to a dance, or a wedding, whatever is happening. Once the 

parking spots are filled, farmers park willy-nilly; Main Street is noisy with 

people and vehicles. It’s exciting to be downtown on Saturday night, especially 

with a good movie to see.

The best night to go to the movies at The Patch is Saturday. The country 

kids fill up the place, the trailers and newsreels draw hoots and thrills, the 

cartoons fascinate us and finally the movie reels us in. Clothed in cinematic 

darkness, we dance together with our eyes.

Ed Sullivan featured a scene from the Broadway version of The Music 

Man playing Seventy-Six Trombones and it caught my ear. With the place 

three-quarters full of kids, parents and locals, the smell of the popcorn fills 

the entire cavern of The Patch. There is a bright excitement building to meet 

the movie. The Music Man tangles me up in its story, fascinates me with its 

colour and size (CinemaScope came to The Patch in 1955) and holds me in its 

sway with great music. I enjoy the pace of it, right from the funny train scene 

at the start to the big finish.

Back from River City and into the fresh cool evening in Langwood, the 

Ya Got Trouble song is going through my head. The sun is just setting and 

the town is still busy. Early twilight is my favourite time of day here. Colours 
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make their last and brightest stands for the day, edges disappear, then everything 

fades away, blacks out.

Summer in Langwood is hot, dusty, open to the blue dome, gleaming in the 

sun. The air fills with the aroma of freshly cut clover. Salamanders and huge 

beetles live their lives among us. There is Langwood Agricultural Fair in mid-

July and Andy’s Annual Street Dance in August. The street dance features a 

dance marathon when couples can dance all night and whoever is still standing 

by noon the next day gets a cash prize of a hundred bucks. Hundreds of people 

come to dance to the live music, some to compete and dance the night away. 

In late summer, farmers burn stubble and the sweet smell drifts by for days. 

Summer is easy, steamy, forgiving.

We are building our own house, a two-bedroom bungalow on 4th Avenue. 

We’ve lived in three different rental houses since moving to Langwood in 1958, 

each slightly bigger than the last. Our family fortunes succeeded to the degree 

that we bought a swampy lot on which once stood a livery stable. Dad acts 

as a contractor and hires the local professionals to dig, cement, frame, build, 

plumb, electrify, shingle and finish our little house. It quickly spawns larger 

bungalows on either side, offering a vast improvement to the view of the back 

of the lumberyard across the alley. By the end of summer it will be covered in 

and the interior work well underway.

Every night after supper we all go to the new house and see what was done 

that day. It offers some interest to me, but nothing sustained. I would rather 

listen to my transistor. 

“Oh, that feels good, Jimmy. I feel the love coming through your fingertips 

right into me, healing me. You’ll be a wonderful doctor someday, Jimmy.” 

Mom always wants me to be a doctor, to aim high, help people.
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“What kind of doctor do you think I should be?”

“Honey, the best kind, of course. The kind who helps his mother feel 

good all the time.”

She’s been lying in the dark bedroom for two days with a serious migraine. 

My contribution is gently rubbing her temples and forehead with my fingers, 

relieving her suffering, drawing out her pain, making it vanish forever, never 

to arise again in any living being. She always says my little massages give her 

relief, but I sometimes think it’s her love talking. Today the heat isn’t helping. 

The densest summer heat settles over Langwood at this time every year, the 

last week of July, always around my birthday.

Here in the Parker house, so-called because we rent it from electrical 

contractor Wayne Parker, my parents’ bedroom is small and cramped with 

furniture they’ve carried with them since they wed 20 years before. A small fan on 

the night table pushes a faint channel of air toward Mom’s face. The room smells 

sour and familiar, in need of some sunshine, some light to penetrate its grimness.

“I hope you’re feeling better for my birthday, Mom. That’s in two days,” 

I say, holding her warm head next to mine.

“I bally well hope so, too. Thirteen years old. A teenager! I can’t believe 

it. My boy is turning into a man.” She takes my face in her hands and kisses 

me sweetly on my forehead. “I’ll feel better, Jimmy.” Her loving look gives 

her promise emphasis and integrity.

It’s here! My 13th birthday! I’m a teenager. Dreary Bobby Vinton’s Roses are 

Red is the Number One song. The thermometer registers 87 degrees at nine in 

the morning. Mom is still flat out in the dark cave as I eat my Kellogg’s Corn 

Flakes. I hear Mom and Dad have a quiet talk before he leaves for work this 

morning, so something is up. It’s my birthday. That must be it!

“Have a good day, birthday boy. I’ll be home early, by five, so we can 

celebrate together. This is a big birthday, Jimmy.” Dad tousles my brush cut 

as if he’s cleaning snow off a windshield.
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“Thanks, Dad.” I know by his look that he’ll be sober when he gets home.

An hour later, I’m playing with Hank, my hamster, on the front steps when 

Doctor Gorsey pulls into our yard.

Langwood boasts two things that are the envy of many small towns and villages: 

a large, well-run hospital and two resident doctors. Elderly Doctor Bernard Gault 

– trusted, faithful, utterly devoted to tending his flock – has been doctoring for 50 

years, 40 of them in Langwood. Beloved, even revered, Doc Gault remains sharp 

as a tack despite his 75 years. Langwood’s other doctor is the relatively young 

Doctor Shane Gorsey, who has spent his entire 19-year medical career treating 

Langwoodites. Both doctors provide the community with regular office hours, 

complete hospital privileges, and house calls when necessary. While Gault relies 

heavily on his intuition, familiarity with everyone in town and hoary wisdom, 

Gorsey exudes an air of practical competence and modernity.

Young Doctor Gorsey is our family doctor. Modern medicine has a strong 

appeal to Mom, holding out promise to cure her many conditions with all the 

powerful new drugs emerging. Gorsey is more aware of the newfangled stuff 

medicine is offering while still fulfilling the traditional expectations patients 

have. Like when I go to his office for anything, he always takes my temperature, 

listens to my heart and peers into my ears, nose, eyes and mouth with his 

special doctor flashlight first before any kind of treatment, even when he just 

cauterizes the inside of my nose because I have frequent nosebleeds. Though 

effective, cauterizing is an exquisite form of medical torture.

Doctor Gorsey pulls up in front of the house in his new Chevy station 

wagon. “Hello, Jimmy,” he says as he gets out of his car carrying his black 

doctor’s bag. “How are you doing?”

“Hi, Doctor. I’m good.”

“I hear it’s your birthday. How old are you today, Jimmy?”

“I’m thirteen today.” It’s the first time I’ve said it aloud. I’m not convinced yet.

“Well, Happy Birthday, and many many more. Who’s this little guy?”

“This is Hank, my hamster.”

“He sure is.” Doctor Gorsey smiles at me then turns serious. “I’m here 

to see your mother, Jimmy.”



• 51 •

This has happened once before.

“Sure. I’ll take you in.”

As I sit in our living room, I can hear calm talk from the doctor, small 

sobbing noises from my mother then silence coming from the bedroom. I 

wait, watching Hank running back and forth across my chest as I slouch in the 

worn wingback chair that belonged to Mom’s mother. Hank leaves a string of 

turds like tiny brown sausages on the placket of my shirt. A few minutes later, 

I hear the doctor’s bag snap shut. Doctor Gorsey emerges from the bedroom.

“Your mom’s feeling better now, Jimmy. Happy Birthday, son.”

Unsure of what he’s done to my mother, I thank him anyway as he walks 

toward his car. He waves without turning as I hear the drapes being opened in 

my parents’ bedroom. I walk to the doorway and see Mom is up and moving 

around. Her face, usually cut with a straight line for a mouth, is adorned with 

a relieved smile.

“Hello, birthday boy. I told you I’d be better for your birthday.”

The look of confusion on my face causes Mom’s smile to fade a little.

“Jimmy…?” It’s a question.

“What did the doctor do? The last time this happened, I didn’t ask. Can 

you tell me?” I can’t say it any plainer.

“Oh, son, of course.” We sit down beside each other on the rumpled bed, 

the room now lit with natural light. She puts her arm around my shoulders.

“Doctor Gorsey is an excellent doctor, Jimmy. He has helped everyone in 

our family at one time or another. You know that, don’t you?”

I nod in agreement.

“Today he helped me, helped us all, by taking away my pain with a powerful 

drug. One shot and the pain disappeared within a minute. It’s an amazing drug.”

“What drug is it?”

“It’s called Demerol. He gave it to me in a needle. Worked like a charm, 

just like last time. It’s a miracle, really.” She pulls me close to her. “Go play 

for awhile. I’ve got to get dressed, have some breakfast and get going on the 

bally housework.”

Mom is back. She has risen from her migraine bed, miraculously cured, 
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renewed, ready to face the light of my special day. Her painful weight lifted, 

she floats around the house for the rest of the day, busying herself making a 

Betty Crocker chocolate layer cake, which she ices with bright blue icing and 

decorates with a yellow plastic template that says Happy Birthday in swirly 

letters and twelve little candles stuck in plastic flower bases that poke into the 

cake. She wraps four quarters in wax paper and lays them in the strawberry 

jam filling between layers in a selected spot for me to find when I cut my 

cake. There is always money in Mom’s birthday cakes.

I pop Hank back in his little cage with the treadmill and water bottle with a 

spout shaped like the letter J. I tell Mom I’m off to the creek under the train bridge.

“Come home at twelve bells for lunch. Love you, birthday boy.”

“Love you. Welcome home, laughing Mom,” I say, speeding out the door. 

In the corner of my eye I see she is smiling.

The Canadian Pacific Railway runs right through the middle of Langwood, bisecting 

the town into north and south. Residents both north and south of the tracks refer 

to each other as being “on the other side of the tracks.” Two level crossings at the 

east and west end of town span the tracks. The train bridge over the creek has an 

underpass to keep traffic flowing when long slow freights block passage.

The train bridge is made of foot-square timbers soaked in oil and the 

effluvia from decades of passing trains. The beams are joined using gigantic 

bolts, rusted but reliable. If you have a Tinkertoy set, you can construct the 

train bridge at home; that’s how basic its trestle design is.

Beneath the train bridge burbles the creek. Clifton River is its actual name, 

memorializing Cutter Clifton, the first and, to date, only person to ever drown 

in the stream. In spring, a clear fresh supply of meltwater comes tumbling 

down Clifton River from the foothills of Riding Mountain National Park and 

replenishes Calliper Lake. By late summer the creek is slow and algae-clogged. 

Today, though, it still runs reasonably clear, about eight inches deep and happy 

among the rocks under the bridge.
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There is never a shortage of things to do at the train bridge and creek: trying 

to catch minnows in the weedy areas, watching for frogs and salamanders, 

walking like tightrope walkers across the thick beams that span the rocky water 

below, or just sitting listening to the water giggle past rocks, always catching 

and releasing the sunlight.

The bridge and creek have attracted Park and Dirk today. Dirk, shoeless 

and shirtless, wades among the stones trying to catch minnows with his hands. 

He isn’t nearly fast enough 99% of the time but beams stupidly when he is 

successful, displaying the tiny hysterical fish in his hand before crushing it and 

rinsing it back into the creek. Park, also shirtless, sits on a horizontal bridge 

beam 10 feet above the water, whistling Town Without Pity.

“Love Gene Pitney,” I say.

“It’s birthday boy! Happy Birthday, Jim,” offers Park.

“So how many bumps we gotta give you, Jimmy? Thirteen?” queries Dirk.

“Let’s save the bumps for later, Dirk, like when we’re 45. Think how much 

fun it’ll be to give each other 45 bumps instead of just thirteen.” Just thirteen. 

Just thirteen. The phrase has caught in my mind. For me, repetition leads to 

understanding. “Just thirteen.”

“What did you get for your birthday?” Park is so curious it makes me 

suspicious he’s in on it.

“A mother.”

There is a beat. Dirk says, “Huh?”

“Doctor Gorsey came to the house, gave her a shot and she rose up out of 

her dark migraine summer into the light, transforming herself within minutes 

into Mom of the Year, birthday cake with money in it and all, I’ll bet. That is 

definitely a great gift. If I get nothing else this year, that would be enough.” It 

occurs to me how unselfish that is, how grown up, how true. “I’m sure there will 

be some stuff, too, likely after dinner tonight. I’ll call you and let you know.”

Park snickers and my suspicions grow. I toss my t-shirt over the walkway 

railing, kick my runners onto the gravel along the creek and wade into the water. 

The water is cold and sends tingles into my feet and up my legs. The rocks are 

hard and familiar under my soft, tanned feet. We have our midsummer tans, we 
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three. Dirk is darkest with a rich chocolate brown. Then me with my cinnamon, 

then Park who is fair and tans golden. Soon we are all whistling Town Without 

Pity in roughly the same key but with a definite prairie boy blues to it. A train 

whistle sounds from five miles down the track at Bryd Siding. It’s moving fast.

“Train Wreck!” yells Park who is already up and tightroping toward the 

steep incline up to the top of the train bridge and the pair of tracks that traverse 

it. Dirk and I step quickly but cautiously out of the water and scramble as best 

we can in bare feet on the black cinders to the spot under the bridge, right 

beneath the wooden beams into which the rails are nailed. We sit together, 

crouched inches away from the rails, the train’s approach echoing in our bones.

When the train’s whistle blasts at the west crossing, we cover our faces 

with our hands, close our eyes and the train is suddenly overhead, travelling 

at 50 miles an hour, horn screaming in the morning heat. Fine dust, a smoky 

smell and a deafening roar surround us, define us, enthrall and terrify us. Our 

guts vibrate, our spines electrify, our senses go off the meter as the 100-car 

train loaded with harvest screams and thunders by inches above us. The train 

is travelling fast enough and has enough loaded cars to make the bridge and the 

ground it’s planted in sway just a little. This adds greatly to the effect.

Once the train passes – the whole passing takes just over two minutes – 

and we hear the clicking of steel on steel fade eastward, the silence is unreal. 

We slowly unfold ourselves, shake the dust from our hair, arms and shoulders 

and readjust to where we are and who we are, return to safety, hear the stream 

giggle by, feel the July heat on our bodies, feel present.

“Fast Train Wreck. I’ll bet he was going 55 if he was going at all,” provokes 

Dirk.

No one takes him up on it. There is bliss one feels from being somewhere 

else for a short time, briefly overwhelmed then returned to safety, entangled 

intimately in the passing of a freight train.

“That must have been my gift from the CNR,” I say.

“Thanks for sharing, Jim.”

“Let’s build a fire.”

“No, Dirk. No fire today. It’s my birthday and I say no fire today.”
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“Well, Happy Birthday anyway, Jimmy.” Dirk looks sheepish. He picks at 

the MedicAlert bracelet he wears. A few years ago Dirk got an infection and 

they gave him penicillin. He got hives very bad and had trouble breathing. Ever 

since, his mom has made him wear the bracelet in case, just in case.

The twelve o’clock bell echoes across the lake, covers the south and eastern 

town blocks, moves up the hill, past the train bridge toward the Parker house 

and dwindles over Fred Froolen’s wheat field north of town. Everybody can 

hear the town bell that sits on a small hill behind the town hall in the centre 

of Langwood.

On a 40-foot metal-beam tower sits a roofed but open-sided bell house 

sheltering the bell that once summoned worshippers to a church in Guadalajara, 

Mexico. It became Langwood’s bell in 1921. A rope reaches to the ground 

from the large, dark bell. The bell serves three purposes. Koop Shinway, who’s 

had the job for 41 years, rings it at nine a.m. to indicate school starting and 

businesses opening, noon and one p.m. to signal lunch break, and at six p.m. to 

close businesses. When we first came to Langwood, he used to ring it at four 

p.m. to signal the end of the school day but hasn’t for a few years. Koop takes 

Sundays off and church bells take over. Sometimes, when there are prayers or 

funerals, bells ring in the evening at the Catholic churches.

Another use for the bell is its dare value. Having a peaceable kingdom in 

Langwood, the bell tower isn’t secured, so anyone can climb to the top or be 

dared to. Climbing to the precarious top of the structure is full of danger. The 

metal framing is rusted and the tower visibly sways in the wind. Another dare 

is to ring the bell at one in the morning. Due to the dire consequences of injury 

and/or of being responsible for waking the world without a fire to fight, these 

dares are seldom taken. In addition to marking the mundane passage of each 

day’s events and alarming people to attend dire events, the bell and its tower 

make false cowards out of many teenage toughs in Langwood.

We each head in our homeward directions, agreeing to meet at the lake 

midafternoon.

The house smells alive and feels liveable. Mom has my favourite soup, 

Campbell’s Tomato Soup made with milk, grilled cheese sandwiches and 
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gherkins, and – a real treat – Pillsbury cinnamon buns, which we’ve never 

had before, ready for my birthday lunch. Halfway through lunch, Dad calls 

from Bammer’s in Benderglen, where he’s delivering fuel, to wish me a Happy 

Birthday and see how Mom is. He says he can’t wait to give me my presents.

“So what’s the afternoon plan for your birthday?”

“The guys and I are going to play down at the park. What about you?”

“I’m going over to Hazel’s for coffee and then I’ll stop for a few things at 

the Locker Plant. Any special vegetable you want for your birthday dinner?”

“See if they have Brussels sprouts.”

“Okay. Anything else?”

“Creamed corn.”

“Your birthday menu will be roasted chicken parts, mashed potatoes, 

Brussels sprouts and creamed corn with a side of gherkins, and birthday cake 

for dessert. Will that suit your maturing palate, sir?”

“Thanks, Mom. Way better than macaroni and cheese.”

After birthday dinner is over and I’ve found a buck’s worth of quarters in my 

birthday cake, Dad is happy and full of vigour as he brings out four packages 

and a card from the bedroom, setting them on the coffee table before me. Mom 

and Dad sing Happy Birthday. I smile, thank them and feel warm joy fill me. I 

eagerly open my first gift. It’s a shaving kit, with brush, soap, razor and blades 

in a small leather case with a zipper top.

“You might not need this today but it won’t be long,” Dad advises. “We 

can practice together.” That appeals to me. The next package smells manly 

and contains two bars of Irish Spring soap and a bottle of roll-on deodorant.

“You need these now, son. Start using the deodorant every morning after 

you wash under your arms. The soap smells great and it’ll help keep you fresh.” 

Mom smiles and kindly nods in agreement. I hadn’t thought about being fresh

before. I am grateful for the advice, feeling so grown up.

The third package bulges large and soft, like underwear and socks. “Future 
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laundry,” Mom says with resignation as she hands me the bulky gift. Four 

pair of each, briefs that look to be a little small and chequered socks.

“Something for your vast curiosity,” Mom says, pushing the rectangular 

package toward me. It is weighty. Under the paper is a blond wooden box 

about the size of a box of Kleenex. A small hasp on a hinged door keeps 

the box closed. I open the box and slide out a microscope, burnished black 

metal with a set of three eyepieces, adjustable focusing wheel with three 

magnifications, a platform to set slides on, chrome clamps and a collection 

of glass slides that fit neatly into a little compartment in an upper corner 

of the box. The microscope has a light fuelled by two little batteries in the 

legs of the machine that illuminate the specimen you are viewing. The light 

gleams bright onto a little round adjustable mirror that directs the light 

onto the slide from below.

“Would Park Swedeman have had anything to do with this gift?” I 

query generally.

“Yeah, you got it, son. Park told me a few months back you were 

interested in having a microscope and could think of a million things to 

look at in one,” says Dad. “Do you like it?”

“I love it. Thank you.” I hug Mom and her arms gather warmly around 

me. “Thank you, Dad.” I hug him and his strong arms envelop me. He 

kisses me long on the forehead and whispers that he loves me.

As delighted as I am with the new body notions manhood requires, the 

basic requirements of civilized underwear and birthday cake with money 

in it, it is the smart-looking, good-quality microscope that catches my 

fancy and spawns all manner of curious explorations into the tiny world 

around us and in us.
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I start Grade 7 in September, still part of elementary school. Unlike city 

schools, rural schools don’t have junior high school or even the designation. 

Elementary school goes to Grade 8, high school thereafter. It saves money, 

buildings, maintenance and makes sense with the small population of high 

school students. Grade 7 looks like it would be a breeze for me, just like the 

previous six.

Langwood Elementary has a new principal this year. Miss Cornell retired 

last spring after serving the education system for 38 years, nine of them as 

principal in Langwood. Into her shoes steps Mister Diggory Biggs, his second 

job as principal, coming from a small school in the Interlake.

“Mister Diggory Biggs. Now that’s a cool name,” says Park.

On the second day of school, Mister Biggs stands before a gymnasium full 

of his new Grades 1 to 8 students, teachers and a few parents (including Mom 

who ventured out on short notice), introduces himself and talks about how 

being modern in a changing world is one of the most important things we can 

learn. It is quite a speech and gets a round of applause from the older grades, 

teachers and parents, especially Mom.

Modern Mister Biggs comes with a built-in modifier. Despite his name, 

Mister Biggs is barely five foot six and rather scrawny. A few of the grades 

September 1962
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sevens and eights are taller than he is. Park pointed this out. “Like calling 

somebody who is huge, Tiny. It’s a cosmic joke.”

Mister Biggs’ first speech leaves a positive and respectful feeling towards 

him for most of the students, young and older. Though his home room is 

Grade 8, his presence is felt everywhere in the eight-room, two-storey school. 

It doesn’t feel as strict, even constricted as when Miss Cornell ruled us. There 

is lightness in the air; teachers laugh out loud in the hallway, the atmosphere 

has improved. Mister Biggs even comes out at recess and kicks the ball around 

with students from all the grades. He laughs and tells silly jokes. Everybody 

enjoys being with Mister Biggs, students and parents.

“His smile is infectious. He has charisma,” says Mom, characterizing Mister 

Biggs from her experience as a schoolteacher and principal in the 1930s and 

’40s. “He’s what this school needs right now.”

Mom is just home from the September meeting of the Langwood Book Club 

with a short pile of new books to read. If Mom thinks it’s suitable, she lets 

me read the book club books, too. I don’t read them all. I’m choosy I guess. 

I pick through them and choose Uhuru by Robert Ruark and Goldfinger by 

Ian Fleming. I’ve read two other Fleming books about James Bond, Dr. No

and From Russia With Love. They would make great movies.

“Ian Fleming and Robert Ruark. Those are interesting choices. I’ll read 

them first and pass them along to you if I think they’re suitable.”

“Thanks, Mom. I like the James Bond ones but don’t know much about 

Africa so I’ll try Uhuru. I’d like to learn about Africa.”

“My smart son.” Mom hugs me tightly.

I guess I’m report-card smart since I’ve always been graded well above 

my age level in reading, math, writing, grammar and comprehension. This 

has been going on since Grade 3 when we arrived in Langwood. There was 

discussion of me skipping Grade 6, but Mom declined it. She told me she 

didn’t like the age difference among classmates and that I didn’t need the extra 
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pressure. “Let him stay with his friends and enjoy being a child as long as he 

can,” Mom emphasized.

I’m curious about things, just as she was when she was a child. She always 

says I inherited her curiosity. If curiosity makes me smart, then I have it by 

the barrel.

“The new chairwoman of the book club is Beryl Bryter, Langwood’s 

postmistress. I’m off the hook for another two years at least. And we have a 

new member, your principal, Diggory Biggs. Dig is very well-read and adds 

his unique male perspective to our discussions. He has enriched the club.”

Mom told me this morning to stop in at the Locker Plant on the way home from 

school and look over their cereals, since I complain daily about the sameness 

of Kellogg’s Corn Flakes. “And don’t tell me you want the little individual 

boxes. They’re too dear,” she instructed.

I’m a block past the store when it dawns on me to check out the cereal. I 

double back.

“I heard he was a patient in Brandon Mental Hospital for awhile not long 

ago.”

“Really? I wouldn’t be surprised. I heard he followed Jeanette, Stella’s 

daughter, home from figure skating practice one night, walking with that strange 

limp. Didn’t touch her, but followed her half a block back carrying that burlap 

sack over his shoulder. Poor girl was hysterical by the time she got home.”

“He’s Ukrainian, but that’s no excuse. They’re all just as ignorant.”

“You hit the nail on the head, Nessie. Bohunks, ignorant bohunks.”

Nessie Small and Moira Cleavers, both in their mid-70s, are whispering 

loudly to each other in the cereal aisle of the Locker Plant as I survey the 

colourful boxes and settle my mind on either Frosted Flakes or Froot Loops. 

Though there may be scarcity of pride, tolerance, finances and even humanity 

in Langwood, there is never a shortage of gossip or people to spread it. Today 

Rudy Wosniak serves as the lightning rod for their scandal-mongering, and 
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these two harridans, with their thin grey bodies, superior attitudes and long 

local histories, find no mercy for poor Rudy, no transgression too small or 

improbable that it can’t be hung on him.

“Remember when they found Bruce Bentley’s golden retriever hanging 

from the bower in their back yard by the garden hose? Bruce thinks crazy 

Wosniak did it.”

“At least he didn’t eat it. I overheard Reena Simkins tell Eleanor Carlyle 

that he caught a large rat by the tail one day, swung it around a few times then 

killed it by biting its head off with his teeth! He just put the rat’s head in his 

mouth and…”

“Hello, ladies.” It’s Olga Panarchuk. Neither reply as Olga pushes her cart 

past them, deciding to get her cereal later. She hears them whispering behind her.

“I heard her son Roger got arrested and is in jail in Brandon. Did you 

hear that?”

“I did, and do you know why he was arrested?” Moira doesn’t.

Nessie does. Her whisper dies to a mere zephyr. “He raped a 12-year-old 

girl.”

Moira’s jaw drops, leaving her almost speechless. “Good Lord! Who?”

“I don’t know. Not someone from here.”

“They should lock him up for good.”

Moira starts to palpitate in the cereal aisle, visibly clinging to her shopping 

cart, which contains one can of Campbell’s Tomato Soup and a cellophane 

bag of six crusty rolls, two of which have mould on them. Mom says Moira 

frequently upsets herself to physical agitation when the gossip gets especially 

juicy. Nessie suggests they check out and go for a quick coffee at JimJim’s, 

Langwood’s Chinese café, to see who’s about town today.

The nattering shopping bags are wrong on almost every count. Roger 

Panarchuk, who’s in his early 20s, was in jail, but not Brandon Jail. He spent 

a night in the dank cell in the basement of the town hall used by Langwood as 

its jail. Aubrey Steeps, Langwood’s town cop, discovered Roger fried to the 

hat a couple of afternoons back, dozing on a park bench by the lake. Roger got 

a little rowdy, so Steeps locked him up for the night in the cell to sleep it off.
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I know this because Dad sat outside the cell all night to make sure Roger 

didn’t expire, choke on his own vomit, go insane, or whatever prisoners do. 

Though they don’t even lock the cell door, the law requires someone constantly 

watch over detainees. Dad makes a few ironic bucks dozing off all night in the 

basement of the town hall, usually next to a drunk. Roger woke up the next 

morning, staggered home and hasn’t emerged from his house all week.

Small towns always have characters, people who stand out, which isn’t that 

difficult within a small population of fewer than a thousand souls. Rudy Wosniak 

might be 45, has a round face open like a child’s and surrounded by curly brown 

hair, lives with his aged parents in a small house in Langwood’s north side, the 

largely Ukrainian part of town. Some describe Rudy as “slow”; more forthright 

others claim “retarded.” Though few speak to him, everyone sees Rudy Wosniak 

around town every day. His noticeable limp, his constant broad grin that displays 

two missing piano keys, the burlap bag usually slung over his shoulder and his 

harmonica-playing overqualify him as a major Langwood character.

The most frequent question asked of Rudy by those who do speak to him, 

such as myself, is, “What’s in your bag today, Rudy?”

“Jimmy. Jimmy. Hi, Jimmy.” Rudy talks as fast as he can, which is different 

every day. Today he’s good and speedy. He jitters from side to side like a runner 

before a race.

Ignoring my question (he always ignores that question and, as far as I know, 

has never shown anyone what’s in his burlap bag), Rudy says, “Jimmy. Me play 

for you? Me play, eh? Eh? Eh?” He pulls his harmonica out of his pants pocket 

and shakes it in front of my face, his eyes gleaming in anticipation. “Eh? Eh?”

“Sure, Rudy. How about Only Love Can Break a Heart?” I say, expecting 

he won’t know the song. Honest, pleasant surprise fills me as Rudy plays the 

most plaintive, note-for-note version of Pitney’s great love song right there on 

Main Street. His rendition quotes the song so well that I can hear its syrupy 

strings and Gene’s crying wail resonate within the reeds of Rudy’s mouth organ. 

As he plays, he sways from side to side, eyes squeezed shut, in a graceful trance.

Besides me and Park, Rudy’s tune attracts a few other townsfolk. We all 

applaud loudly when Rudy finishes and he bows deeply to us. I expect him to 
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doff his cloth cap and ask for alms. He doesn’t. He laughs easily and the thrill 

of the moment’s attention sends him into playing a spontaneous polka that he 

dances to in a kind of hippity-hop way, his body akimbo and off-balance from 

his gimpy leg. He dances down the street to his own music.

The one bit of information that the gossip gals got right concerns Rudy 

Wosniak. True, he spent several months in Brandon Mental Hospital, but only 

for observation. When Rudy was younger, modern medicine found some new 

ways to analyze mental limitations, which required short stays in facilities like 

the one on Brandon’s North Hill. Staff there observed Rudy and arrived at 

conclusions that defined his mental state and abilities, specifically, he’s not a 

danger to himself or to the general public, including adults and children; poses 

no danger to animals, property or privacy, all of which makes Rudy not a dog-

killer and not a rat-head-biter.

I know this because Aunt Sophie, Mom’s older sister, works at the mental 

hospital as a nurse and gave Rudy some of the tests. This doesn’t absolve him 

from being fodder for plenty of hearsay and quiff-quaff. Speculation about what’s 

in Rudy’s bag ranges from prosaic – like rabbits he snares, skins and eats, which 

is the most plausible answer – to wild, like various body parts of his parents.

“I hope I never find out what’s actually in Rudy’s bag,” I say as we watch 

him dance away.

“Really?” says Park. “You always ask him.”

“It’s just a good way to start a conversation with him. If I did find out for 

sure, I’m pretty sure I’d be disappointed.”

“Maybe there’s nothing in the bag, never has been. Maybe Rudy’s been 

playing a wonderful joke on us all! That would be neat!”

That’s my friend Park, always able to see the cosmic viewpoint on the most 

trivial of matters, to get the universal joke life plays on us, always walking on 

the bright side of the road.

“What do you want to do now?” Park’s voice cracks on want and he 

smiles at me.

“Our voices are changing, according to my dad,” I tell him.

“Mine says that, too. Changing to what?”
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“Changing to manly roars that will be heard around the world, like our 

fathers’ voices.” Park’s dad has an Irish accent. Mine talks in plain unadorned 

Canadian English.

We roar at each other; both of us think of the MGM lion and laugh when 

we reveal that fact to each other. Good friends in the heat, the summer wears on.

“Let’s go over to my place. I got the new Mad.” We follow Park’s suggestion.

Park Swedeman and I have been friends since they moved to town in 1959. 

Park was born in Canada, but his folks are from Dublin, Ireland. Park’s dad 

Sean is a master carpenter, works with Sampson Construction, mostly they 

build houses. Clare, Park’s mom, is an RN at Langwood Hospital.

Since Park arrived we’ve been in the same class, trading first and second 

place in the class back and forth since Grade 4. Park is 27 days older than I am. 

Dirk, also in our grade, should be a grade ahead, but flunked Grade 3 after his 

appendix exploded and he almost died.

My parents think Park is a great guy, a good friend to have and “stimulating 

for each other,” as Mom has said. Dirk is less popular; I think more because 

his father has a bad reputation with violence than with Dirk himself. Dirk is 

somewhat dim but entertaining, not a bad or violent guy at all. His scar bugs 

him a lot, even more than he lets on to me.
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In early October, we move into our spiffy little house with a finished rumpus 

room in the basement, which I, of course, immediately claim as mine. Dad 

has an office of sorts and Mom has her rarely-used sewing machine there, so 

we share it amicably enough. The day we move in, He’s a Rebel by the Crystals 

is Number One on the charts, replaced a couple of weeks later by the Four 

Seasons’ second Number One hit, Big Girls Don’t Cry.

One of my few concerns about moving into our new house was about 

radio reception. Previously, we lived in a one-and-a-half-storey on a hill in the 

northern part of Langwood, where I’d always gotten great radio reception. 

The new house is in the centre of town on a flat area. I need CKY in Winnipeg 

– “Canada’s Friendly Giant” – and WLS in Chicago. Both are 50,000-watt 

giants, clear channel, bold, bassy quality. CKY comes in all day, WLS only after 

dark when stations change their broadcast patterns to conform to the overall 

regulation of radio signals. I don’t need them like one needs food, water, shelter. 

To me these radio stations are as essential as air, as life itself pulsing across the 

Great Plains of North America. If they ceased to exist, I would, too.

I needn’t have worried. The Loco-Motion still comes chugging in full blast, 

and it’s never sounded better on my little York! The York transistor radio 

was the best gift I got for my 11th birthday, and the shrewdest. It ended the 
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disagreements about what station to listen to on our kitchen radio. I can listen 

to whatever I want on my own little radio. “Just one of the many blessings of 

the new transistor technology!” shout the magazine and radio ads.

A two-tone cream and tan hard plastic box holds the radio’s guts. A small 

round screen of perforated silver metal gleams on the front of it. It fits easily 

into my shirt pocket and slides snugly into an imitation leather case that snaps 

shut, has holes in the front to let the sound out, and a handle. The York runs 

on a little rectangular 9-volt battery that costs 29 cents to replace. Dad thinks 

that is dear for a battery. Imprinted onto the battery’s metal casing is Made 

in Japan. The best feature is the little earplug that fits into a metal slot on the 

tan part of the plastic and brings the world into my head via one ear. I love 

the secretive ritual of tuning in after dark when reception is best here on top 

of the Escarpment, my private echo chamber with the world trembling and 

resonating inside. It is heaven!

Holding my little radio, which weighs 12 ounces including the battery, I can 

dance around anywhere to Bristol Twistin’ Annie by the Dovells and Twistin’ 

the Night Away by Sam Cooke, the Twist making a comeback after its 1960 

debut. Chubby Checker and Joey Dee twisted to the top. Other dances ensued: 

the Loco-Motion, Mashed Potatoes, the Watusi, the Limbo. Earplug in place, I 

pretend to be sailing through space on Only Love Can Break a Heart by Gene 

Pitney, drowning in aquamarine water for Leah with Roy Orbison and strutting 

Uptown with the Crystals hanging off me. In a year or two, I’ll know about 

Little Town Flirt but so far Del has it up on me.

With puberty suddenly relevant, the school division feels an obligation to at 

least reference sex, however clumsy and stark their presentation to the Grade 

7s. In the country curriculum, the subject the sex talk falls under is “Health,” 

which in the past has taught us and reminded us with maddening frequency 

about the proper way to wash your hands, how to keep from getting infectious 

diseases (wash your hands) and the safe way to handle food (wash your hands).
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About sex education, the division takes the popular scientific route, which 

doesn’t embarrass our home room teacher, middle-aged Mister Hardover, half 

as much as if he had to talk about love and marriage, since he has neither in his 

life and his example bleeds credibility. Instead, he starts by reminding us we 

are, all of us, after all, mammals, not animals as such, but mammals for sure. 

Thereafter he speaks of women contributing eggs and men sperm, shows us 

projected diagrams of sperm that look like tadpoles and eggs that look like 

fuzzy cherries.

Upon Ollie Ruggard’s query about where men keep their sperm, Mister 

Hardover becomes agitated but manages to spurt out it is stored in men’s semen. 

“They wiggle around in the semen; you can see them with a microscope.” Breaking 

a sweat, he quickly moves through “the miracle of childbirth” and “Nature’s 

course.” Like a reprieve, the bell rings for afternoon recess and Mister Hardover 

takes a deep breath, relief written on his face – he’s made it through the birds and 

bees class for another year! He hopes there won’t be too many angry calls to 

the principal from parents who actually talk to their children about their school 

day. What I take away from the class is sperm and you can see them under a 

microscope. I have both of those!

Since my birthday, I’ve spent many pleasant hours curiously peering into 

my excellent microscope. I zoom in on everything from insect legs to pollen, 

spider webs to pond water, mushrooms spores to slug trails to various smears 

from the fridge. New worlds populated with tiny organisms swim into my 

enquiring view, water from the creek teems with almost invisible critters, flitting, 

flapping, darting about in the circle of light at which I gaze, slowly turning the 

focusing knobs to discover the clearest glimpse.

It’s mid-October when I learn about sperm and microscopes. We’ve been 

in the new house about ten days. Mom is working part-time at Sheffield’s 

Dry Goods, so I have the house to myself after school. Since my one-on-one 

instruction from Wedge, I’ve enjoyed jerking off regularly, gotten quite practiced 

at it, if I can brag a little, home alone, so handy.

The world is immersed in the Cuban Missile Crisis, as it is known. The 

Soviets have apparently moved some nuclear missiles into Cuba, too close to 
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the States for comfort. Kennedy is rattling sabres and the Soviets seem insane 

as well, everyone talking about nuclear war, blockades, Armageddon, moving 

closer to annihilation every day. After school I race home and turn on my little 

radio to get the latest news about the crisis. My worry ramps up with each new 

hysterical threat. Some stations run news at the top and bottom of the hour, 

so I easily glean the newest events.

Not only have I discovered the miniature worlds that swarm around us 

every moment thanks to my microscope, but my transistor has given me an ear 

onto the outer world which swarms with deadlier critters. Nuclear war feels like 

a science fiction story. Since little towns aren’t likely to be targets of big ugly 

Russian missiles, Langwood has no duck and cover drills, no fallout shelters. 

That happens in high cities like New York and Chicago, something you see 

on television. The crimes of Nagasaki and Hiroshima are real and horrifying 

enough to haunt my dreams and create a dim anxiety that thrives on lack of 

understanding yet seems important because of my newly awakened sense of 

worldliness, of connection to other people everywhere. I feel connected to 

the whole wide world. My little radio has brought me closer to everyone else.

In between newscasts and bulletins, the music flows, with Sherry by the 

Four Seasons at the top of the charts, Jimmy Clanton nasalizing about Venus 

in Blue Jeans, rewritten at school by Grade 8-er Martha Layerton as “Penis 

in Blue Jeans,” which she sings in the hallway to embarrass whatever males 

might succumb to her lame but sexy song or even get what it means. Somehow 

I survive every playing of the Monster Mash; every dreary encounter with 

Patches by Dickey Lee; and If I Had a Hammer, Peter Paul and Mary better 

run. Redemption comes from the Contours asking the musical question Do 

You Love Me; Mary Wells’ sexy You Beat Me to the Punch; and those sirens 

of the tissued night, the Crystals, affirming He’s a Rebel. Him or me? Who do 

you mean, girls? I will figure it out. The Cuban Missile Crisis isn’t so easy to 

figure out. I live in doubt and fear for about two weeks until it all blows over.

During that time, since Hardover says it’s possible, I decide to have a 

gander at my own sperm via my excellent microscope, for scientific reasons, 

of course. It is after school on Wednesday. My York squawks out more bad 
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news, tensions mounting, missiles pointed at each other, militaries on alert, it 

is all coming to a head, the end is nigh.

Though my previous masturbation has been solely for pleasure, here, 

under the duress of imminent nuclear destruction, I am compelled to jerk off 

for scientific purposes. I feel proud I thought of this, curious about what I’ll 

see, a little nervous, which I can’t understand, and, of course, horny. The whole 

idea makes me horny. Everything makes me horny these days.

I carefully take one of the clean slides from the little compartment, carry 

it into the bathroom and shut the door. Without stripping down, I peel my 

penis out of my unzipped jeans (since this is science, I’ll call it a penis, not a 

cock), watch myself in the mirror, find I make me horny like everything else. 

No particular sexual thought is needed to bring me erect; the blank waiting 

slide drives me on, physically stimulating the fluid out of my body. Several 

minutes of pulling and groaning brings the required deposit. I stare at the white 

smear on the glass. Some of it drips off onto the floor. I stand rooted, energy 

pillaring through me from my feet through the top of my head. Though I have 

experienced several, the word orgasm is not yet part of my vocabulary.

Breaking through the afterglow, I clean up my dripping penis, the floor 

and the rim of the sink with tissue. Reverently I carry the slide to the kitchen 

table where the microscope waits. I slip the slide onto the platform, holding it 

down with the chrome clasps. I flick on the light and adjust the mirror slightly 

to shine through the sperm, turn to the highest magnification and bend over 

the eyepiece. Turning the knobs, I slip back and forth in and out of focus. It’s 

critical; even the slightest touch and the clarity flees. Then, through the miasma, 

I differentiate wriggling movement. Fine-tuning the machine onto one of the 

larger wriggles, into my view comes a tadpole, just like the ones Park and I 

catch down at the creek and watch them either die or turn onto frogs in quart 

sealers. Sperm! Its tail is longer than a tadpole’s, but it moves around in the 

same frantic way. Sperm! My Sperm! My Tadpole! Driven to finding an egg 

and turning into another person, another me, crazy with purpose on my behalf, 

biology, just like Hardover said, mammals making more mammals.

As I watch, it stops wriggling, its energy drains rapidly and it dies under 
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my enhanced vision. Another movement occurs on the right side and another 

wriggler swims across my pool of light. I touch the knob and the sperm fills 

my eye with detail: its bulging transparent head filled with dancing genes bent 

on fulfilling its imperative, exploring all avenues, its dark tail bristling with fine 

hairs that weave through the fluid. Sperm after sperm evolve and die before my 

eyes. I watch until my eyes are dry and my back is sore from bending. Wait 

until I tell the guys what I saw!

All the while, my little York plays on, but suddenly interrupts Green 

Onions with a “CKY NEWS BULLETIN BULLETIN BULLETIN: The 

world is on the brink of nuclear war. Only a miracle can save us now!” Then 

back to Booker T.

“A miracle. A miracle.” I say it aloud without much conviction, much 

hope. I feel nauseous and afraid. Enormous sadness sweeps over me, sadness 

because the world is about to be lost to every one of us. Through tears, I look 

back into my microscope, move the slide slightly and go on a focus search for 

more sperm. They come and go, live and die, each one on a common crusade, 

futile on the glass slide. I think of my sperm that died in tissues, in underwear 

and on the old paisley scarf I used for clean-up in the attic of the Parker house.

“All dying, like the world. The end of the world. October 25, 1962.”

The Number One song is Monster Mash by Bobby (Boris) Pickett and the 

Crypt-Kickers. It seems right.

My own voice sounds like someone else talking. Though spooked and 

a little shaky, I feel confirmed, somehow sweetened by what I’ve seen in the 

patch of light, as if allowed access to a universal mystery, a secret replete with 

confusions and clarity.

“My little miracles,” I say. “We don’t need miracles, we are miracles!”

Very occasionally in youth, we arrive at conclusions that embody wisdom 

far beyond our years and our understanding. Though I feel my bold statement 

to be true, I haven’t a clue what it means.

But it doesn’t stop there. Suddenly, I care about us all; about my sperm 

swimming around inside of me, about my body, about Mom and Dad, about 

our little faint-paint-smelling house, about my little town, about Manitoba 
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and its ancient rivers and vast flood plains, about Canada, so new, just gelling, 

about all other beings on the planet, every species in forest, in water, on land, 

the whole world is going to blazes. I share the risk; my care extends outward 

from me to encompass everything outside of me, to include everything as part 

of myself.

“What’s happening to me?”

I palpitate on the kitchen chair as Green Onions ends; an ad for Rothmans 

Cigarettes comes on, followed by You’ll Lose a Good Thing. Barbara Lynn 

and I weep together alone in our little house on a street in a dot on a map. I 

think I might be going insane.

The phone rings, startling me from my doubt. I manage to reach it on the 

third ring.

“Hello?”

“Hello, Jimmy. Percy Peel here.”

“Oh, hi, Percy. What’s up?” On our second road trip Mister Peel ordered 

me never to call him “mister” again and gave me “eternal permission,” as he 

called it, to call him Percy. Not Perc, just Percy. I felt so grown up.

“I’m doing my west run on Saturday and could use your help.”

“Sure, what time will we leave?”

“Leave by ten, back by four.”

“I’ll come to the store and help you pack the car.”

“Be sure to tell your folks, both Mom and Dad, you’re doing the Saturday 

run.”

“Okay, Percy. See you Saturday.”

“See you then, Jimmy.”

This will be my fourth trip with Percy. I have come to anticipate them with 

impatience and high expectations. I feel excited and alive. Then it strikes me: the 

world is ending. There won’t be a Saturday. After today, there will be no route to 

go on, no records, no jukeboxes or people to play them. It will all be over, with 

just a cloud of grey dust floating in space unable to even hint at what once was. 

I imagine myself as a speck of dust in that cloud, drifting aimless on the cosmic 

wind, tumbling through darkness and cold, my essence rarefied but remaining. 
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As sad as that thought makes me, it also gives me hope, hope that Saturday will 

come, that there will still be jukeboxes and records and the west route.

As it turns out, miracles happen. We aren’t evaporated in flash-to-bang time, 

the world is saved from itself, saved to stammer and struggle and bungle through 

yet again. While I am relieved, the whole Cuban Missile Crisis has an element 

of the unreal, as if happening in another world, happening in someone else’s 

story that only incidentally involves me, my family, Langwood or even Canada.

It’s a clear, cool mid-October Saturday as I walk to Percy’s store to help him 

load the records. There is a distinct odour of burning stubble in the air. The 

smoke gives a faint yellow hue to the sunlight. Percy is in an extraordinary 

mood, whistling happily, as we cart the little boxes to his wagon.

“Did you order the new Four Seasons tune, Big Girls Don’t Cry, like I 

suggested, Percy?”

“I did. I have one for each box today.”

“I predict it’s going to Number One just like Sherry. What else you got 

that’s new?” My curiosity is running miles ahead of us on the western route.

“Patience, Jimmy. You’ll see. It’s more fun to discover than to be told, okay?”

Percy’s right. “Where do we start today?”

“I meant to get to Burgen’s this week but never made it. That’s our starting 

point, then west from there.”

“Aye aye, Cap’n Peel.”

Gannon Brooks and Wister Rheam scowl at us from under their dirty caps 

as they sit in the far booth, jawing over Burgen’s dreadful coffee, two Exports 

smouldering in the half-full glass ashtray that sits between them on the Arborite. 

I think all coffee is bad so don’t ask me about coffee, but these old farmers have 

developed an immunity to it. They guzzle it here for hours, wearing out the 

sparkly vinyl of the booth, gossiping about everyone they see.

“Gentlemen,” Percy says, tipping his fedora to Brooks and Rheam, who 

frown and lean closer to whisper something. Percy smiles.
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Maryann clears messy plates and soaked napkins from a table as a travelling 

family of four, both children red-faced from bawling, gather their things to 

leave. She picks up the seven-cent tip they’ve left. We make eye contact as she 

pockets the coins. She smiles. “Hi, Jimmy.”

“Hi, Maryann. How’re you doing?” I like Maryann. We talk about music 

whenever we meet. “So, what song do you most want Percy and me to put on 

the box for you?”

“He’s a Rebel by the Crystals is my favourite song right now. Got that?” 

Both Maryann and I are thrilled to know the Crystals will be added.

“Soon to be another Phil Spector classic with a cranky lop-sided beat, sung 

with unfettered conviction by those nasty Crystals and penned by none other 

than Gene Pitney.” Penned. This is what you learn when you read song lyric 

magazines like Song Hits and Hit Parader. Loosewater’s Drugstore carries 

every issue and I spend hours poring over the song lyrics and the articles about 

the musicians and their lives. I put aside part of my allowance every week so 

I can keep up with the latest issues. Percy and Maryann are both impressed 

by my conviction.

“I buy Song Hits every few months. They’re fun to read, have interesting 

stuff about the singers, and the words so you can sing along to the songs,” 

Maryann adds.

“Your wish is my command, my dear Maryann of whom so many songwriters 

have written and of whom many more will write,” Percy replies. “What else 

would you like me to have?”

“I hope you got that new one by the Four Seasons, Mister Peel.”

Percy and I smile knowingly. “Again, my dear, wish granted. You will be 

able to punch all the seasons you desire.”

Our conversation is interrupted by over-emphasized throat-clearing from 

one of the old farmers. Seems their ceramic cups have gone dry of Burgen’s special 

blend. Maryann rolls her eyes, grabs the coffee pot and services the geezers.

Percy splits the box open, hands me 11 new 45s to add and pulls up a chair 

to sit and instruct me. One of the more complex Seeburgs, this is my first time 

programming it. Along with Maryann’s requests, I add Do You Love Me (my 
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current favourite song), Limbo Rock by the Champs, Leah by Roy Orbison, 

Rinky Dink by Dave “Baby” Cortez and Elvis’ Return to Sender, good songs 

all. On the other side, Monster Mash is added despite Percy’s early misgivings 

about novelty songs. I’m already tired of Alley Cat. I make a funny face at 

Percy for James (Hold the Ladder Steady) by Sue Thompson. For country 

fans, we add Hank Snow’s I’ve Been Everywhere and Johnny Cash singing 

the Bonanza theme.

“Did you hear that new one Bobby’s Girl by Marcie Blaine yet, Jimmy?” 

Maryann asks.

“That’s a good song. Should Percy order that one?”

“I think so. What do you think, Jimmy?”

“Percy should order Bobby’s Girl.”

“And Next Door to an Angel,” Maryann advises.

“That, too, Percy,” I concur.

“By…?” Percy asks.

“Neil Sedaka,” Maryann and I chime in unison and laugh. Percy makes a 

note in his little notebook.

Percy counts and sorts the nickels, dimes and quarters from the coin bin 

as I rearrange Burgen’s jukebox. He gives Elsie Burgen, the restaurant’s self-

described chief cook and bottle-washer (and Maryann’s stepmother) $91.60 as 

her 40% share of the take from her jukebox, $60 in paper and the rest in coin.

I do pretty well slotting the records, getting only one backwards, which 

Percy says is great work. He checks the condition of Broken Hearted Melody by 

Sarah Vaughan, Jack Burgen’s favourite song. I overheard Dad tell someone once 

that if you get Jack really drunk he’ll tell you why the song is his favourite but 

it’s not a story one repeats in mixed company. Jack and others played the song 

63 times in the last 25 days. Jack’s record is still in good shape and doesn’t need 

replacing, although Percy always carries a new copy with him in case Jack calls.

The restaurant has cleared out. Hazy sunshine pours in.

“Ready for the quiz, Maryann?” Percy asks with a sly grin. I’ve seen this 

once before and it is amazing!

“Go, Mister Peel. Try to stump me.”
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“C12,” Percy says.

“Easy one. Ramblin’ Rose.”

“Correct. How about…” Percy leans over the Seeburg. “How about D3?”

Maryann pauses, more for effect. “Sheila.”

“Correct. Okay, how about D23?”

“You’re trying to trick me, Mister Peel. There is no D23. It only goes to 

D20, which is The Loco-Motion.”

“Okay, let’s try it the other way. Devil Woman.”

“A12.”

“Let’s Dance?”

“C14.”

“How about You’ll Lose a Good Thing?” Percy gives me a knowing glance. 

I try not to blush.

“B9 and please don’t ever take that record out of there. If Dad can have 

a forever song, I can have a forever song too and that’s mine. Can you make 

that happen, Mister Peel?”

That we both love the same song creates a sudden bond between Maryann 

and me. I smile to myself.

“For being you, Maryann, and for having a great love and respect for this 

jukebox and the delicious music it provides, I will make that happen,” Percy 

states, making a note in his little book. “I will make that happen.”

He locks eyes with Maryann and a silent agreement passes between them. 

He bends and flicks a switch on the Seeburg and tells Maryann she has six free 

plays on the box.

“Thank you, Mister Peel. ’Bye, Jimmy.”

After we’ve packed up the gear and Percy’s lit up a Black Cat, I ask, “So 

how much did we make there?”

Percy looks over and smiles. “We took home $156.40. It’s my most 

profitable box, excluding the Beauty Queen, of course. I make just over 

six bucks a day at it, every day, year-round whether I’m there or not. 

You ever see those pumpjacks that pump oil out of the ground in eastern 

Saskatchewan, bending and sucking up the oil 24 hours a day, every day? 
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That’s what jukeboxes are like, especially in all-night joints like Burgen’s, 

sucking up loose change all day and all night, each box a little oil well.”

I like the image. Burgen’s is the only gas station and restaurant open 24 

hours between Neepawa and Russell on Highway 4. Situated where Highways 

4 and 21 meet, it draws a continuous clientele from the local area as well as 

those passing by. Since Jack put in the large parking area, long-haul truckers, 

like on the TV show Cannonball, stop here. The jukebox reflects the truckers’ 

taste, as Percy added about a dozen country tunes. He’s smart. It’s paid off, as 

the take-home pay says.

We head west on Highway 21 to Brindle and pull up in front of Lofty’s 

Restaurant. Lofty’s has a lively AMi box that displays sexy diffuse light like 

the Aurora Borealis and also occasional electronic “lightning” to catch your 

attention. It’s Percy’s newest box and he’s very proud of it.

“Percy, Percy, Pumpkin Eater!” Lofty shouts across the big restaurant when 

Percy and I enter. Percy doffs his hat at Lofty, who is telling two elderly ladies 

some bit of local gossip. They all giggle, a jarring sound coming from Lofty since 

he is well over six feet tall, as broad as a barn, round-faced with a black crew 

cut, has an eye patch over his left eye and is missing his right ear, which gives his 

head an odd but workable symmetry. Like the specials on his menu, Lofty has a 

different story for every day of the week about why he looks the way he does.

Percy pauses to admire the AMi, which he loves to work on. He has me 

gently wipe down all the box’s surfaces with a chamois while he skilfully changes 

the 45s. His hands dart lovingly in and out of the glowing box, its belts, gears and 

stylus all inspected with tenderness and true concern. I love watching Percy at 

the AMi. He goes into a trance of some kind, as if he’s communicating with the 

jukebox. It’s fascinating to watch. Once the AMi is closed up, locked securely 

and sending out its lightning, Percy tells me to punch three great songs while 

he counts out the change at the corner table, jotting numbers down in his book. 

I pick He’s a Rebel, Big Girls Don’t Cry and Do You Love Me.

“So, how much are you stealing from me this time, Percy?” Lofty bellows, 

to the amusement of the two elderly ladies, his only customers.

“Just enough to keep you humble, Lofty.”
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Both men guffaw sincerely at the absurdity of Lofty being humble. “You 

know, there’s a great song I heard on the radio last week back and I want you 

to find it for me, Percy. It’s a telephone number that starts with Rosewood or 

Fleetwood…”

“Beechwood 4-5789,” I pipe up.

Lofty’s eyes light up. “Right, kid. Say it again.”

“Beechwood 4-5789. It’s by the Marvelettes, a Motown girl group.”

“Yeah, it’s girls singing it. Great song! Can you get that, Percy?” Lofty 

gives me an approving glance.

“We probably can. Let me write it down.” Percy reaches for his book.

“The kid’ll remember it. What’s your name?” Lofty asks.

I tell him. “Oh, so you’re not Percy’s kid. Crawford. Crawford. Are you 

Johnny Crawford’s kid?”

“That’s me.”

“Your dad’s a good guy, kid. You’re lucky to have him for a father.” Lofty 

ruffles my crew cut.

“I know,” I say.

“How do you know Johnny?” asks Percy.

Expressionless, Lofty points to his eye patch and missing ear and shrugs. 

“The war,” is all he says. Percy nods and looks away.

Brindle has a men’s beer parlour in the Pitcairn Hotel with one of Percy’s 

boxes in it and since only he is allowed in, Percy buys me a cheeseburger and 

milkshake at Lofty’s while he services the Pitcairn Hotel’s “Room,” as their 

sign says, indicating it is all and only beer and all and only male. Peter explains 

this to me as we drive to Flaxen with the windows down.

“Was there guys pissing themselves in the Room?” I ask.

“There are always guys pissing themselves in there, Jimmy. It smells real 

bad. I had to lather up in the restaurant men’s room to get the smell off my 

skin. That’s why we have the windows down, fresh air to clear my nostrils of 

the stench. It’s much better now since we left town.”

The stubble fire smell is strong in places as we pass fields ablaze with 

hungry red gashes of flame leaving black velvet in their wake.
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“Thanks for the burger and shake, Percy. It was good. Lofty told some 

jokes while I ate. He’s a funny guy. I guess he meant him and Dad were in the 

war together, eh?” I’m looking for something from Percy.

“Could be their paths crossed somewhere during the conflict. You might ask 

your dad about Lofty.” Percy’s expression suddenly says maybe he shouldn’t 

have said that. “Never mind, Jimmy. Let men deal with the war how they need 

to; don’t stir up any extra feelings about it in Johnny. He doesn’t need that.” 

Percy looks imploringly at me.

“Sure, Percy. I like Lofty. Were you in the war, Percy?”

“I was. I was in Intelligence, worked in London, the one in England, for 

most of the war. I flew a desk.”

“You were a spy?”

Percy chuckles and smiles at me. “I was the guy the spies reported to. And 

that’s all I can say about that. Mum’s the word.” Percy taps the tip of his nose 

and gives me a knowing sideways glance. “Mum’s the word.”

“Mum,” I say. “How come you came home before the war ended?”

“No more questions about my mysterious past today. Tell me about this 

tune Lofty likes.”

“You should be able to get Beechwood 4-5789 by the Marvelettes easily. It’s 

on the Motown label and was a Top 30 hit on CKY earlier this month. Sliding 

down the chart now, but you should hear this song, fresh sound, something 

new going on here, Percy. Get a few copies.”

“I’ll do my best, Jimmy. What other Motown songs are there?”

I list off songs by Marvin Gaye, the Marvelettes, Mary Wells, the Contours 

and the Miracles, which impresses Percy. Just then, BJ the DJ on Canada’s Friendly 

Giant introduces something new from Marvin Gaye called Hitch Hike. I turn up 

the radio.

“Motown,” I say to Percy.

After Marvin thumbs his way down a few prairie miles, Percy says it sounds 

bright with a new beat, familiar but fresh. We agree.

Our conversation between Brindle and Flaxen covers how much we took in 

at the two Brindle boxes (about $55 at Lofty’s and just under $30 in Pitcairn’s) 
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and how I like the new principal, Mister Biggs (he’s great!). Percy was on the 

school board for a while but left after they wouldn’t let him whistle during 

meetings, or so Percy’s story goes. I’m beginning to think Percy whistles 

whenever he doesn’t want to be somewhere.

“Have you read any of the James Bond books, Percy?”

“You know who James Bond is?” asks Percy with considerable surprise.

“Agent double-oh-seven. I’ve read Ian Fleming,” I say.

Percy is beginning to realize he shouldn’t be surprised.

“Mom is a member of the book club like Mrs. Peel. I’ve read two books 

about James Bond, 007, a license to kill! I read Dr. No and From Russia With 

Love. I just got Goldfinger from Mom’s September pile of new books. Do you 

read Mrs. Peel’s books, too?”

“Yes. I read Dr. No but missed From Russia With Love. When was that?”

“I would say in June or July. Check with Mrs. Peel.”

“Do you understand the Fleming books?”

“I guess. I enjoy reading them, spies are fascinating fun. And you were a spy.”

“Well, no. I was a liaison.”

“Too boring. Just say you were a spy. So, Mister Spy, the Bond books 

would make great movies, don’tcha think?”

Percy smiles to himself and glances quickly at me then back at the road. 

“I thought I read somewhere that they’re making a movie of Dr. No and we’ll 

see it next year.”

“Great minds think alike. Who could play James Bond, do you think?”

Percy ponders my question. “Elvis?” He’s joking, I hope. I see his grin. 

Good. He is joking.

“How about Terence Stamp?” I offer. Mom buys the movie star magazines, 

so I’m up to date with new stars.

“He’s British and the actor should be British because Bond has a certain 

Anglo-Saxon arrogance that comes easily to the Brits. Stamp might do it, but 

he’s a little wimpy.”

“Yeah. He’s wimpy. It’ll be interesting to see who gets the role.”

Another quick glance from Percy. “You’re some stuff, kid. Some stuff.”
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Flaxen looms on the horizon, to the degree the tiny village can loom. We 

pull up to the side door of Emok’s Bar and Grill. Percy parks the wagon. Emok 

Killabrew had called Percy to say his box was out of commission, so Percy 

brought all the tools of the juker’s trade. Turns out a small belt that drives 

the turntable has snapped. A simple replacement and the box hums along on 

demand. Percy lets me program the records while he counts the change, his 

back to the room. There are more new records here than I’ve ever seen go into 

one box at one time and I comment on this.

“I like to overhaul a box once in a while. Shakes up the regulars. It’s okay, 

Jimmy.” Percy wanders off to the bar section.

What fun to make such a radical change in the available tunes on a jukebox! 

This Seeburg, a year older than the one in Burgen’s, holds 60 records, 120 

songs. I’m changing 35 of the 60 records. I am being very careful, double-

checking to make sure I have every record in with A-side/B-side facing the 

proper way. If I get all 35 right, I’ll be very happy with myself today. Percy 

is giving me more and more responsibility with the boxes now. I want to 

make him proud.

After half an hour and nearly done, I get up to go to the restroom which 

the bar and grill share. I see Percy seated at the bar with a drink in hand, talking 

and laughing next to a large woman with a huge ’do of brilliant auburn hair 

that flickers in the weird bar lights. She smokes a plain cigarette and laughs 

with a guttural fumey sound as if she is being smothered. Percy sees me out 

of the corner of his eye as I duck into the restroom. A minute later, he enters 

the restroom. I’m washing my hands.

“Jimmy. I want you to know I’m drinking soda water, not alcohol. I’d 

never drink on a route. You know that, don’t you?”

“Yeah, Percy. I thought that. You’re looking after both of us today. My 

dad and mom trust you. So do I.”

Percy is relieved I understand so quickly, relieved but not surprised. “Some 

stuff,” he mutters to himself, exiting the room smiling.

“You’re some stuff,” I say aloud to my reflection in the cracked mirror in the 

washroom of Emok’s. “You’re some stuff.” I notice I have a red pimple appearing 
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in the middle of my forehead. My first pimple! The Number One song is Only 

Love Can Break a Heart by Gene Pitney. “You’re some stuff with a zit.”

I finish the job on the jukebox just as Percy comes back from the bar. He 

does his usual inspection of my work and finds I got every record right, every 

title tab in the correct slot, perfect. I beam.

As we pack up our gear, the lady Percy sat with at the bar comes over to us.

“Big Red, I’d like you to meet my assistant, pardon me, my excellent 

assistant, Jimmy Crawford.”

“Hello, excellent assistant Jimmy Crawford,” the woman says, smiling 

through garish red lips. She leans toward me and shakes my hand firmly. It 

hurts a little. Her hand is bigger than my dad’s. “My name is Monique, but 

everyone calls me Big Red. You can call me Big Red, Jimmy Crawford.”

Her hair is huge, glistening and doesn’t budge at all when she moves, cemented 

in place with hairspray. There is the faint smell of roses and gin wafting from her. 

Her huge head sits atop a large well-developed body tucked into a shiny blue dress 

that reveals her throat, upper chest and some of her shoulders. Round, with heavy 

makeup, her face is flushed in the afternoon light.

“Nice to meet you, Big Red.”

“Where’s your next stop, boys?”

“Stacy, then home,” offers Percy.

“Drive carefully. See you again, Percy.” Monique blows us both a kiss.

As we travel east on Highway 4 toward Stacy I ask about our take at Emok’s.

“Sixty-six bucks in our pocket, not bad for his box. I almost got him talked 

into putting a second box in the bar. He plans to do some renovations and 

separate the bar and grill even more, so he can handle another box.”

“I hope that works out.”

“He draws a good crowd to both places during the week, but weekends 

are the big time for the bar. Saturday night it plays continuously.”

I have a suggestion. “We could move the grill jukebox to the other side of 

the room under the Pepsi clock and then it would boom into the restaurant 

and not get heard in the bar.”

“That’s a good idea. I’ll suggest it to Emok.”
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“Monique is nice. She’s big.”

“She’s a regular here, lives in town.”

“I never met anyone named Monique before.”

“I foresee a number of Moniques in your future, kid.”

The short jaunt to Stacy ends at Cora’s Dimple and Chop Suey House on 

the dusty main drag. Cora’s is actually called Cora’s Dim Sum and Chop Suey 

House but the local sign painter got it all wrong so Cora left it. It causes talk.

“Hello, Cora,” Percy says through a smile to the attractive young Asian 

woman who walks toward us.

I’m thinking, she’s beautiful!

“This is my helper, Jimmy.”

“Herro, Pershee. Herro, Jimmy.”

“Hello, Cora.” On her name, my voice takes an enormous leap into a 

higher pitch and slides back, adding syllables and landing somewhere between 

a sputter and a gasp. I can feel saliva on my chin. She stares at me for a moment 

then giggles behind her hand.

“You funny, Jimmy. You funny.”

The jukebox is one of those classy Rock-Olas from about five years back. 

I’ve programmed one just like this before and Percy lets me work on Cora’s 

box while he counts the change from the coin holder.

“You rike rock a roll, Jimmy?” Cora is standing right next to me as I sort 

the little records. She smells of deep-fryer oil, garlic and cinnamon, which 

makes me horny.

“I do, Cora. A lot. Do you?” This time my voice is in control when I say 

her name.

“Oh, res, me too. Big fan rock a roll. I rike Elvis and Rittre Eva and Roco-

Motion, Every Broters, Roy Orbison – all rock a roll. Whoop whoop whoop!”

Cora dances around in a circle with her hand draped over her head, 

reminding me of the Highland Fling. She keeps whooping and spinning in a 

small circle, which makes me horny. Percy turns and starts to clap his hands 

along with her whoops and I get even more horny. I know I’m blushing, but 

I don’t care. I’d stand and dance with Cora, but I have a hard-on and the tent 
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would be too obvious, too amusing for all but me, for whom it would be an 

excruciating embarrassment. The spontaneous erotic dance ends when an 

older man comes from the back and says something in Asian to Cora, who 

immediately stops dancing and walks briskly to the kitchen.

Cora’s jukebox gets 15 new tunes, four of them country, the rest good rock a 

roll. Percy whispers to me, “Our take is 84 bucks. Give Cora’s box an extra kiss.”

I whisper back, “How old do you think Cora is?”

Percy smiles. “She’s 43.”

“She is not!” I am adamant. “She looks 15, 18 at the oldest.”

“She’s a well-preserved 43, to be sure, kid. I say only the truth. Take a 

closer look at her when she comes back.”

A few minutes later Percy is showing me the series of checkpoints for 

this Rock-Ola to make sure its record selector, turntable, stylus, arm, core 

and motor are running properly. He makes a slight adjustment to the record 

selector and adds one small clear light bulb to the aurora sequence of lighting 

and the box is closed up. Cora comes back out of the kitchen wiping her hands 

on a small terry towel.

“How much my box make, Pershee?” Cora asks, giggling behind her hands 

again. The gesture is so adorable, so cute, so vulnerable that I melt.

“$57.50.” Percy counts out $17.50 in change, adds two twenties from his 

wallet and hands them to Cora. As he pays her, I study her in a kind of daze, 

trying to see what Percy meant about taking a closer look. Suddenly I am 

shaken to realize she is not 15, or even 18; she is older than I thought, much 

older. Her skin is youthful and her eyes sparkle, but her makeup gives her age 

away. She is one of only half a dozen Asian women I’ve ever seen or spoken to.

“Prease to meet you, Jimmy.”

Cora extends her hand to me across the counter as I waken from my realization. 

I have a strong impulse to kiss the back of her small hand like a knight. I resist 

and immediately regret it but do nothing to reconcile my inaction. I’m confused 

and horny. Did I mention I’m horny all the time? I shake her hand briefly and 

our eyes meet and lock for a few seconds. Happy sparkles are exchanged.

“I hope I see you again, Cora.”
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“Me toos, Jimmy, me toos.”

“Punch up three songs, Jimmy, and let’s vamoose,” says Percy, raising his 

eyebrows and smiling at Cora.

I choose He’s A Rebel, Big Girls Don’t Cry and The Loco-Motion. As 

we leave by the café’s front entrance, I look back and see Cora dancing her 

Highland Fling to the Crystals. Her face beams, her eyes sparkle, and for a 

moment she really is 15.
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It’s early December, an especially mild winter so far for the Canadian Plains. 

Mom came back from the doctor about an hour ago looking pale and afraid. 

I know she went for an X-ray at the hospital last week and she got the results 

today. This doesn’t look good. The Number One song today is Big Girls Don’t 

Cry by the Four Seasons.

I get the details that evening.

“Son, we need to talk as a family now,” Dad says.

“Okay.” I’m nervous as we sit together in the small living room of the 

new house.

“You say, Mother.”

“Well, Jim. Last week I had an X-ray done and Doctor Gorsey saw a 

dark spot on my left kidney that he doesn’t like. He’s sending the X-rays 

off to Winnipeg so some other doctors can look at them and decide what to 

do next. It could only be a couple of things, some infection or cancer. We’ll 

know more soon, likely within a few days, what the doctors in Winnipeg 

think. Don’t be afraid, son. I’m going to be just fine.”

I collapse into her lap as I’ve done a million times before. She holds me 

firmly, lovingly, and everything seems all right. I know, by some strange message 

I get, that she truly will be all right; she will survive whatever it is. The message 

December 1962
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could not have been clearer or its source muddier. I turn and see her smiling 

face beaming down on me.

I whisper, “You’re going to be all right.”

She whispers back, “Yes, I am.”

We both know this is how it will be. Dad has his arm around Mom’s 

shoulders. We hug on the brown sofa below the oil painting of mountains 

with white peaks.

On December 19, Doctor Gorsey informs Mom the Winnipeg doctors 

think it’s cancer and they have scheduled surgery to remove her left kidney for 

January 11 in Winnipeg General Hospital. It’s in the early stages and they think, 

if they get it out soon followed with some radiation treatment, that “you’ll 

live to be a lovely old lady,” as Doctor Gorsey put it. “Merry Christmas, Mrs. 

Crawford.”

They fill me in with more details that evening. I feel involved, often 

emotionally, sometimes curiously, with Mom’s cancer. Mom says they will 

need to do plenty of planning for trips to Winnipeg, where to stay and so on. 

“But we’re still going to have a Merry Christmas together as a family here at 

home and with your cousins on Christmas Day. Okay?” Both her men agree 

and give her hugs and kisses.

I get a Remington Quiet Riter typewriter for Christmas! Mom calls it “my 

talented son’s first typewriter.” Neither the elementary nor the high school 

offer typing classes so I’m on my own to learn to type. Mom has an old book 

that teaches proper typing. I keep it nearby and sometimes follow its lessons, 

but mostly I hunt and peck my way onto paper.

Despite our best efforts, a bit of a dour pall hangs over our Christmas. It 

dampens the usual good spirits of Christmas dinner with Aunt Shelley and 

Uncle Bryant and their four kids, my cousins Rita, Gene, Bodean and Sanka, 

dulled by a hovering mystery that confounds us children and brings out the 

special whisky for the adults. It isn’t the happy whisky.

Gene is my age, Rita two years older than we are. Bodean is two years 

younger than me and Sanka two years younger than Bodean. They were all 

born in April, two years apart. Bry calls them their “clockwork babies.” 



• 87 •

He used to say, “You can set your watch by when me and Shel will spill out 

another one. You can, you really can.” But the schedule went off the rails when 

complications during Sanka’s birth left Shel unable to have any more babies. 

“Four is quite enough anyway,” Shel often states, accompanied by appropriate 

looks at Uncle Bry, who wanted seven children.

We sit down for an enormous meal cooked to perfection by Aunt Shel, 

who sweats profusely and wipes her brow with one of the linen tea towels that 

hang over her shoulders. Her apron is stained and damp. As she brings each 

new steaming dish from the kitchen, she smiles with the vast satisfaction of an 

organized and creative woman. She succeeded. That’s important.

The food waits, steaming, challenging our eagerness and aroma-whetted 

appetites, while Uncle Bry says grace. He is brief and, without fail, adds, “I 

wonder what the poor people are eating tonight?”

They farm.

Yes, Sanka Rankin, the youngest of Shelley and Bryant’s children, a boy, 

is actually named after the brand of coffee that became popular in the 1950s. 

One of the earliest decaffeinated coffees, Sanka gained immense popularity 

due to its sponsorship of I Love Lucy and The Andy Griffith Show. Shelley 

and Bryant are hooked on the stuff, thus poor Sanka and his hapless moniker. 

All Shelley’s sisters, including my mother, thought she was nuts for naming a 

child after coffee. Sanka hates his name, but he has a plan.

“Jimmy, you’re the only one I will ever tell this to. Can you keep a secret?”

I wonder what the secret of a nine-year-old could be. “Yes, Sanka, I can 

keep a secret.”

“Good. This is my plan. The day I graduate from high school I’m leaving 

home and immediately figuring out how to change my name,” Sanka confides.

“What are you changing it to?”

“I’m thinking about Barry Smith.”

“That’s dull,” I tell him. “Be imaginative. How about…” I think for a 

minute. “How about Dion Knight? Or Lincoln Crane? Or…”

“Wow! That’s right! I can have any name I want! Thanks for telling me 

that, Jimmy.”
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Sanka runs up to me and hugs me quickly.

“You’re really smart, Jimmy.”

Though mild earlier on, real winter has now arrived. Winter in Langwood is 

white, hard, cold and bleak. The northwest wind comes howling in over the 

rolling hills, blisters blue in the little town, the lake freezes a foot and a half 

thick, the ploughs try to keep ahead of the snow. Flat white soaks up all the 

detail, replacing it with desolate sameness. The hard, clear smell of winter is 

enriched with the smell of wood smoke from the ice-fishing huts that dot the 

lake. (There are never any fish in Calliper Lake in the summer. Why do they 

think there are any in winter? Hope? Stupidity? Dad says, “Fishing isn’t about 

fish.” I’m still pondering that one.) The Winter Carnival takes place at the 

rink in January and curling happens all winter long. It is the exact opposite of 

summer. It is difficult, frozen, austere.

The first winter in a new house is always full of surprises, according to 

builders, but so far, we have a cozy nook to keep our little family from the 

howling winter. New Year’s Eve tends to be a casual affair around here. I 

thought it would be a little more special this year because it’s our first one in 

the new house. But Mom and Dad are off to a New Year’s Eve house party for 

grown-ups at the Phelps’, Rose and Roger. Rose promises to make one of those 

newfangled pizzas, which has all the ingredients in one box. It will be Mom and 

Dad’s first pizza. I’ve never had one myself so will wait for their comments.

That means I’m home alone, with the big kitchen RCA Victor radio on and 

turned up, listening to CKY count down the Top 50 songs of the year. They 

have programmed it so the Number One song will play just before midnight. 

This is very exciting for me as I have jotted down my own Top 50 songs for 

the year. As each song comes on the radio, I write down CKY’s Top 50 so I 

can compare charts.

I’m suspecting that either Stranger on the Shore, Sherry by the Four Seasons 

or The Peppermint Twist by Joey Dee and the Starlighters will be CKY’s Number 
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One; the other two will fill the next two spots. The only song of those on my 

Top 50 list are the Four Seasons at #39.

It’s 10:34 and just as CKY plays their #26 song, Sealed With a Kiss by Brian 

Hyland (good grief!!) the phone rings.

“Hello?”

“Happy New Year’s, buddy.”

“Same to you, Park. What’s happening at your house?”

“Brian Hyland.”

“Yeah, bad, eh? Really bad. My #26 song is The Man Who Shot Liberty 

Valance. What’s yours?”

“It’s The Wah-Watusi, Orlons.” We break into a white prairie boy duet on 

The Wah-Watusi, accentuated by Elvis hiccups and several shrieking notes from 

Park, whose voice continues to change. “I’m evolving slowly,” he told me last 

week. My voice has settled into a lower register and I only have uncontrolled 

pitches when talking to girls.

“Great song! What are your folks up to?”

“Umm.” Park’s voice dips low and quiet. “You can’t tell anyone about 

this. Every New Year’s Eve, my folks get some snacks, some booze, some old 

records and lock themselves in the upstairs of the house for the night. I’m not 

allowed to go up there until tomorrow afternoon.” His voice dips lower. “They 

get drunk and fuck. Tomorrow they’ll come down the stairs hungover but 

happy and acting like puppy dogs. It’s not easy to watch. So, let’s get together 

tomorrow afternoon before you head off to Brandon.”

“For sure. I’ll call you. What are they doing right now? Can you hear 

anything?”

Still in a low tone, “It’s quiet right now, but a while back, like at #34, they 

were going at it. The bed was squeaking real loud and every now and then one 

of them would, sort of…” Park searches for the right word, “…sort of howl 

like an animal.”

“Like wolves?” I query.

Park chuckles quietly. “More like walruses.”

I try to imagine Clare and big Sean Swedeman with his untrimmed red 
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hair as walruses having sex. My awkward vision ends abruptly as CKY reveals 

their #25 song: one of my top ten, He’s a Rebel.

“Is this in your Top 10?” asks Park.

“It is. Yours, too?”

“Oh, for sure, #3. One of the coolest songs ever. We’ll still be humming 

this song when we’re old men.”

“I never thought of that. These are the songs we’ll sing all our lives. Wow. 

You’re a genius, did you know that, Park?” My awe for Park continues to 

grow with each new mature observation.

“Aww. Thanks, Jim. I feel the same way about you. Guess who phoned 

me tonight?”

“Who?”

“Sylvia Weston.”

“Really! Why?”

“She said she wanted to wish me a Happy New Year and that she thinks 

I’m really cute. I don’t know if she did it on a dare or not because I could hear 

someone else in the background.”

“What did you say?”

“I made an ass of myself, I guess. I started to stutter and shake, so I just 

said thank you and Happy New Year. She giggled and hung up.”

“Good for you, Park. Do you like her?”

“I do now. I don’t know what I’ll do when I see her at school.”

“Just smile and be cool, like you usually are.”

“For sure, I’ll be cool. I’ll just be cool. Thanks, Jim.”

“Where’s Vilma tonight?”

“She’s at a pajama party, at the Lindals’ no less. Maybe that’s where Sylvia 

called me from. Does she hang out with high school girls?”

“I don’t think so, but who knows. It’s New Year’s Eve and anything is 

possible. What are your parents doing now?”

“Except for the occasional weird laugh from Dad, all quiet on the second 

floor. Probably won’t last. Anyway, Happy New Year, my friend. Next year is 

going to be a wild year. I have a feeling the world is going to change in 1963.”
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“It will. It can’t help it. Happy New Year, Park. ’Bye.”

Lucky Park! Sylvia Weston is an eighth grader, fully developed and cute 

as six kittens herself. I noticed this fall that she flirts with a lot of boys. Maybe 

she’ll flirt with me someday.

The countdown continues with a mix of pop music styles that includes ice-

water singers like Bobby Vinton and Tommy Roe, lively but vapid instrumentals 

from David Rose and Kenny Ball (though I admit Rose’s The Stripper has evoked 

more than a few convenient sex images for me this year), rockers like Del Shannon 

and Dion, sweet girl melodies from Ketty Lester and Brenda Lee, bad girl antics 

from the Sensations, Dee Dee Sharp and the Shirelles and a spattering of Motown 

songs, my personal favourite genre – more music magazine talk – of the year.

At #11, Duke of Earl by Gene Chandler (the only chart position on which 

CKY and I agree), the phone rings.

“Hi, son. Just checking to make sure everything’s okay?”

“Just fine, Mom. Enjoying the countdown.” There is some hubbub in the 

background and Mom sounds a little drunk. “Are you having fun?”

“Oh boy, yes. We’ve been dancing and I feel a little winded, but fine, 

having fun.”

“How was the pizza?”

“It’s just in the oven now. Smells great. Happy New Year, Jim.”

She’s never called me Jim before! “Happy New Year, Mom.”

Nearby I hear Dad yell, “Happy New Year, son!”

“Happy New Year, Dad!” Mom passes it along.

As we hang up, I wonder how happy the year will be with the prospect of cancer 

and its confusions entering our little family. Maybe Mom is thinking the same thing.

CKY’s Top 3 songs are a bit of a surprise: Stranger at #1, Johnny Angel at 

#2 and Sherry at #3. All of them now reside quietly in the Mouldy Oldies 

category, rarely brought to life. Hadn’t expected Shelley Fabares to score 

so big.
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Percy Peel said he’d give me ten bucks if, over the Christmas holidays, 

“you write out some trends in music that you noticed in 1962, what and who 

you think might be big in 1963, what sounds fresh to your young ears and 

name some artists you think who will last forever. You’re creative. Would you 

do that for me, Jimmy?”

I’m taken aback by his offer. I pause.

“All right, twenty bucks,” Percy chuckles.

“Sure, Percy. Why do you want me to do this?”

“Well, you’re just a kid, but some kid, some smarts going on in that brain 

of yours, so wise so early. You and your generation aren’t like anybody else. 

You’re fresh. Something new is going on with you. I’ve told you this before.”

I pause. “Jimmy?” Percy says.

“I don’t know what you mean, Percy. I don’t understand.”

“That’s right. You don’t understand it today, but you will someday, and 

probably sooner than either of us thinks. You’re smart. I like what’s in your head. 

You watch the hit parades, you read the music magazines, you pay attention 

to The Business. I’ll pay you for sharing your thoughts on The Business.”

The Business. Percy says I’m involved in The Business. His Business. 

Show Business.

“Okay, Percy. One condition: after January 1, 1963, you never call me 

Jimmy again, just Jim.”

Percy takes a long pause. I can hear him breathing and humming to himself, 

as if pondering my demand. I begin to think I’ve boo-booed, I’ve asked for 

too much. No deal.

Percy starts to chuckle. “Sure, kid. Had you going, eh, Jim? Why wait ’til 

next year, Jim? How about if you drop off your thoughts and your Top 50 list 

for 1962 at The Place on Tuesday on your way to school?”

“Thanks, Percy. For sure. Thanks for hiring me, I guess.”

“Think and write well for me. ’Bye.”

That was December 14. Here is what I have ready for Percy, typed out as 

best I could on my new Remington. It’s not too messy. I made a carbon copy 

for Park and for myself.
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1963 Music Trends

TV Themes - Route 66, my favourite
            Dr. Kildare
            Ben Casey
- Tho none were big hits, trend might go on

Instrumentals - Alley Cat, Rinky Dink, Afrikaan Beat, 
Swinging Safari, Nut Rocker, Baby Elephant Walk, Sandy 
Nelson, Limbo Rock
- A few huge hits, Stranger, Limbo Rock, but no others 
were giant hits
- My favourite of the year: Telstar
- There will be more instrumentals, people gotta whistle!

Dances – Return of the Twist, giving Chubby Checker 
a boost, variations on the Twist from several fields 
with Sam Cooke and Dee Dee Sharp best examples.
– Other dances are Loco-Motion, Mashed Potatoes, 
Limbo, Cha Cha, Watusi, Majestic, Bristol Stomp
– People gotta dance but the Twist is done, look for 
new daffy dances

Folk Music – I’m not prone to this stuff but Hit 
Parader says to watch for someone named Bob Dylan who 
is from Minnesota

Surf Music – Beach Boys have a catchy sound, nasal 
like country music but young
- No ocean nearby tho

Novelties – Boomerang, Ahab the Arab, Monster Mash, 
Speedy Gonzales bad bad junk
- Expect more and more of it

“What’s fresh to my young ears?” you asked. 2 things:

The Four Seasons: falsetto singing, flying harmonies, 
great tunes, deserve both #1s. Their hits will just 
keep on coming, “Walk Like a Man” another #1, I bet. 
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Here for the long haul.

Motown: fun Negro music from Detroit by Marvin Gaye, 
Mary Wells, Contours, Miracles, Marvelettes, three of 
my Top 10 are Motown, going to be huge, really huge!!

Here forever, sublime every time they open their 
mouths:
- Gene Pitney – genius
- Roy Orbison – more genius
- Elvis – still gets the best songs
- Bobby Curtola – he’s great!
- Clyde McPhatter
- Dion – heroic
- Sam Cooke
- Patsy Cline – magic
- Del Shannon
- Ray Charles
- Willie Nelson

JIM CRAWFORD’S TOP 10 BEST SONGS OF 1962

Number 10: “Two Lovers” by Mary Wells This came out 
late in the year and the smooth and sexy singing 
captured me right away. She draws me in because she 
says she’s not ashamed and I believe her. A great hook 
in the lyrics about her lovers’ identities (split 
personality) and why she’s not ashamed. She sounds 
sassy and sad at the same time. The first of three 
Motown tunes in my Top 10.

Number 9: “Telstar”/”Jungle Fever” by the Tornados If 
it had just been “Telstar”, this record wouldn’t have 
been in my Top 10. I own this 45 and love the B-side 
as much as the hit side. “Jungle Fever” starts with 
echoey throbbing drumming and big cats growling. A 
slow build to the wheezy sound of a clavioline, a new 
keyboard instrument last heard on the instrumental 
break in Runaway by Del Shannon (music mags), that 
picks out a simple little tune, all the while drums 
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and guitar pound through the undergrowth and cats roar 
again at the change up. In July of this year, the AT&T 
communications satellite Telstar was sent into orbit. 
“Telstar” begins with spacey sounds that find a fast 
travelling beat with more clavioline and just enough 
novelties to hold my attention. I like that it sends 
me back into space at the end, just like a satellite. 
A great #1 record by a band from England, yet! That’ll 
probably never happen again.

Number 8: “Having a Party” by Sam Cooke I’m a big fan 
of Sam Cooke. Writes great songs, sings them with such 
style! Sam takes me to this great party he’s at every 
time I hear this song, never fails. The sax fill on 
the late chorus is sensational. The three songs he 
wants the DJ to play are all on my Top 50 list for the 
year: “Soul Twist” by King Curtis is #19, “I Know” by 
Barbara George is #23 and “Mashed Potato Time” by Dee 
Dee Sharp is #34. I know exactly what he means when 
he sings, “No other songs will do.” If I were a DJ, 
I’d play all those songs for him! Sam’s “Twistin’ the 
Night Away” just missed my Top 10 at #12. It is the 
best Twist song of the year with “Bristol Twistin’ 
Annie” by the Dovells a close second.

Number 7: “Palisades Park” by Freddy Cannon Summer, 
summer, summer! Best summer song ever! Out of the dark 
comes this magical place “where the girls are”. Freddy 
takes you on seven midway rides in under two minutes. 
I can feel my stomach heave on the roller coaster full 
of screaming people during the cheesy organ break. 
Freddy’s just having so much fun stopped “at the top 
of a ferris wheel.”

Number 6: “Beechwood 4-5789” by the Marvelettes This 
girl is howling for me, asking to dance with me, 
begging for my sweet words in her ear. She doesn’t 
want me to be shy, she wants to make me “hers!” Just 
call her. A date any old time? What was that number 
again? These Motown girls are nice and nasty.



• 96 •

Number 5: “Only Love Can Break a Heart”/”If I Didn’t 
Have a Dime” by Gene Pitney Another record I own with 
two great songs. The big hit has Gene hurting real bad, 
feeling guilty, feeling sorry. Gorgeous. The B-side 
begins, “If I didn’t have a dime and I didn’t take the 
time to play the jukebox...” Gene finds his true love 
by playing the jukebox. By the end, he’s so thankful 
for that little jukebox. Neat thought. These two songs 
combine to make this an excellent record to own.

Number 4: “He’s a Rebel” by the Crystals Perfect 
vocals, written by Gene Pitney, produced by Phil 
Spector, one of the greatest songs of all time. Sax 
break is wonderful. As a wise friend said, “We’ll hum 
this song when we’re old men.” I got a special feeling 
every time we added this song to a jukebox this year. 
I want a girl to sing this song about me.

Number 3: “The Wanderer”/”The Majestic” by Dion 
A double-sided hit for Dion, one of my favourite 
classy singers. He sings it as if he knows he is 
irresistible but can’t stick around. His wanderlust 
propels him from girl to girl but when things get too 
hot, he drives away into the sunset. It sounds like 
cooing pigeons as back-up singers, especially during 
the middle eight. The sax break is one of the best 
ever. Best line: “I tear open my shirt and show her 
Rosie on my chest.” Ernie Maresca wrote this. He had 
a big hit early this year with “Shout Shout (Knock 
Yourself Out)”, #15 on my list. “The Majestic” is the 
soundtrack to a classy dance as only Dion can dance 
it.

Number 2: “You’ll Lose a Good Thing” by Barbara Lynn 
Barbara and me shared two intimate and special times 
this year. I think this will always be an important 
song for me. If I had to describe sexy music, this 
would be it. It sounds like a conversation between 
Barb and the saxophone, which is as horny as I am. 
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“Just try it, daddy, and...” she challenges me over 
and over. Even more cool is that Barb plays guitar, 
left-handed! (music mags)

Number 1: “Do You Love Me” by the Contours “You broke 
my heart ‘cause I couldn’t dance, you didn’t even 
want me around, and now I’m back to let you know I 
can really shake ‘em down.” Motown at its very best! 
Written by label owner Berry Gordy Junior, raw and 
convincingly sung, it is the best dance record of the 
year. Coming from someone who actually can’t dance, 
it is high praise indeed. (Somehow I plan to learn to 
dance in 1963.) The intro sets the scene: poor boy has 
gone out and taken dance lessons for the girl. His big 
moment has arrived, a few buddies back him up with 
chorus and hand claps, he does his dance routines and 
keeps asking her the question. False ending shines 
this through to #1 for me.





1963
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January 1963

Mom and Dad are a little hungover this morning, the very first day of 

1963. The pizza wasn’t very good and I hear Mom puking into the 

toilet. They have a couple of hours to get themselves ready to visit Grandma 

Crawford in Brandon, an hour’s drive away. I give Park a call and he asks to 

come over before we leave. A few minutes later he is knocking at the side door. 

I let him in and we go to the rec room in the basement.

“Are your parents still holed up in their sex lair?” I ask as we fall back onto 

the hard sofa that is the rec room’s main furniture besides Mom’s sewing machine, 

the old pedal type she never uses, and Dad’s stuff at the built-in desk at the other 

end of the room. The desk has the neatest light fixture. It is a white ball with a 

handle that you adjust up or down and it unravels from an oval form halfway up 

the suspension cord.

“They seem to be sleeping it off now. Very quiet since I got up about 

9:30.”

“That’s wild, what you told me about them last night! What a great story!”

“Oh, you can’t tell anyone!”

“No, no, I won’t. I’m just saying it would make a great New Year’s Eve 

story to tell the grandkids.”

“Oh, yeah, the grandkids,” Park says sarcastically. “The little tykes.”
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“So, here’s my Top 50 for the year, plus the observations that I’m giving 

to Percy tomorrow.”

“Cool. Thanks. Nice typing. Who did it? The cat?”

“I guarantee the next Top 50 will be much prettier to look at. If I’d hand-

written this, you’d need it translated from hieroglyphics. My handwriting 

has some seepage, as old Miss Crystal used to tell me in Grade 5, remember?”

“Your style is picturesque, that’s all.” Park hands me his Top 50 list for 

the year, all neatly handwritten in his slightly backwards lean, straight lines, 

immaculate punctuation. I admire his fine work, smiling faintly with envy.

“Thanks. More charts to compare and contrast.” My eager expression 

brings a smile to Park’s face. My expression turns sombre.

“Park, I have something to tell you. A week before Christmas my mom 

was diagnosed with cancer in her left kidney. She’s having surgery in Winnipeg 

to take out her kidney on January 8.”

“Oh, man, I am so sorry, Jim. That’s tough. Now I know what’s been 

bothering you. You can’t keep much from Park Swedeman, you know, Jim. I 

hope everything works out for the best.”

“They’ll let her surgery heal for a few months. After that she’ll get radiation 

treatments for a couple of weeks in Winnipeg.”

“Wow. She’ll be away a lot. Your mom is a strong and wise person. She 

can take care of herself and let herself be taken care of when needed. She’s 

very versatile. Flexible, I guess.” Park’s mature observations fit Mom to a tee.

“You’re right. She will be fine.”

“Do you get to go to Winnipeg?”

“They’re just figuring out the plan now, but I think Mom and I go in on 

the bus for her pre-operation physical next week for three days and two nights 

in beautiful downtown Winnipeg.”

“Where will you stay?”

“There’s an old cheap hotel in downtown Winnipeg called The Aberdeen 

so we’ll stay there. It’s near the clinic where she goes.”

“So what is cancer, anyway?”

“I think it’s a disease that attaches itself to some part of you and eats that 
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part up until you die, like Mom’s kidney. They get rid of the kidney, the cancer 

goes with it. People can live normally with just one kidney.”

“So what’s the radiation for?” Park’s endless curiosity is matched only 

by mine.

“It kills any baby cancers that might have hatched after the surgery.” I’m 

guessing.

“You’re guessing.”

“Yes, my friend, you know me well. I’ll find out what the radiation does 

and let you know.”

“It will work out well. I have a feeling,” assures Park. “What will New 

Year’s Day at Grandma’s house be like?”

“Grandma Crawford lives in an apartment block in a little apartment that’s 

like stepping back into the 19th century. Marble stairs, wrought-iron railings, 

dark, a little creepy. She has a picture that was taken back in Scotland of young 

Grandpa Crawford, who died when I was two, sitting in a black wicker chair 

next to a black wicker table. The picture sits on the same black wicker table 

next to the same black wicker chair in the picture in Grandma’s bedroom.”

“Cool.”

“And she has the weirdest spoons.”

“That’s something I thought I’d never heard anyone say. What is weird 

about Grandma’s spoons?”

“I never told you about this, eh? Her large spoons for mixing things are 

deformed, worn down by so much stirring that the metal has eroded away, 

forming a smooth but misshapen spoon. And they’re all worn down on the 

same side. Since Grandma is right-handed they all have a similar deformity.”

“Makes you wonder if the soup Grandma makes special for you might have 

some extra metal ingredients. Tell her just to cook the food, not the cutlery, too.”

“I’ll try not to think about that while we eat. Grandma has discovered 

Old Dutch potato chips as a part of the main course instead of potatoes she 

has to cook. Grandma thinks they’re a miraculous invention and an acceptable 

potato substitute. Mom disapproves, but I always ask for seconds and Grandma 

shuffles off to the kitchen to get more for her sonny boy. ‘Auck, Mary, they 
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made a potatoes,’ she says to Mom. Dad just smiles, so I do, too. That’s how 

it’ll be at Grandma’s.”

New Year’s Day plays out as expected. What I don’t tell Park is the best 

thing about going to Grandma’s is the ride home asleep in the back seat. As 

far as I can tell, besides getting all the attention both good and bad, having the 

whole back seat to yourself is the only other benefit of being an only child.

The car is cold because it’s been sitting for five hours on the street next to 

Grandma’s block. I get in the back seat, take off my galoshes with the ladder 

clasps, curl up under a peach-coloured wool blanket, arrange my full-size pillow, 

shiver and let the gentle rocking of the ’58 Chevy send me off to Sandmanland. 

By the time we reach the darkness beyond Brandon’s streetlights, the car and 

I are both getting warmer and cozier. I’m asleep by the time we reach Forrest.

When we get home, instead of trying to roust me from my deep satisfying 

sleep – I’m a good sleeper and always have been, according to parental legend 

– Dad has come up with a solution that is brilliant. He just opens the car door 

at my feet and lets the cold air sweep in and awaken me. Shortly and hazily, I 

recognize the situation and stagger, more asleep than awake, to my bedroom, a 

little grouchy like a hibernating bear and – again, according to parental legend 

– get into my PJs and fall into bed.

Due to a misunderstanding somewhere between Winnipeg and Doctor Gorsey, 

Mom’s surgery date is actually January 22. On January 8, tomorrow, she goes for her 

pre-operation physical at the Winnipeg Clinic. Dad is unloading our luggage from 

the back seat of the Chevy onto the sidewalk in front of JimJim’s. Mom and I are 

bussing it in for her appointment. The afternoon bus to Winnipeg passes through 

town at 2:37 and arrives in Winnipeg at 7:34. Dad’s short his extra man so he can’t 

drive us in. Besides, the weather has been bad, with a snowstorm on the way, so 

the bus is better all-round. The wind howls in from the northwest as we stamp our 

feet in JimJim’s draughty waiting room. In addition to being Langwood’s Chinese 

restaurant, JimJim’s is also the bus depot and dry cleaning outlet.
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I have a map of downtown Winnipeg I’ve been studying for days on which 

I have marked all the landmarks needed to accomplish our mission and traced 

the easiest routes to and from each. I show this to Dad as we wait for the bus 

and he beams in astonishment and tells me he feels much better knowing I’ll be 

with Mom. Mom is a little under the weather, more from anxiety than anything 

else, but Dad tells her she’s with her big boy and that he’ll look after his mom. 

Just follow the map. We all agree this will be the case. I feel so thirteen.

The bus trip is dull with the white prairie smudged by little towns and little 

else of interest. The Winnipeg bus depot is a block away from the Aberdeen 

Hotel, so we won’t get lost. All the way in, Mom has been going on and on 

about how we can’t get lost. If we get lost, we’re doomed. She has let her 

anxiety lead the dance, and after I point this out she lightens up a bit and tells 

me some stories about when she was a teacher back in the ’30s.

Our room at the Aberdeen, #27, is one flight up and down a long dank 

hallway. The key is attached to a slat of wood with 27 painted on it in red nail 

polish. The room has two single beds in it, a small desk with a tattered chair, the 

lamp on the desk has a torn shade and there is an acrid odour of disinfectant, 

stale cigarette smoke and something else.

I say, “It’s seedy.”

Whatever it is, it immediately gives Mom a migraine headache and she 

collapses into bed where she stays for the rest of the night.

I brought my York, a spare battery and my earphone, so I’m set for the 

night. I tune in CKRC, another Winnipeg pop station with poor reception in 

western Manitoba that booms in just fine to Room 27 of the Aberdeen. I fall 

asleep to the sound of Mom throwing up in the bathroom mixed with Up On 

the Roof by the Drifters.

Though she had a rough night, Mom seems ready to face her ten o’clock 

appointment at the clinic. We have breakfast in the hotel restaurant, which is, like 

the hotel, seedy, but the toast and peanut butter work just fine. The clinic is four 

blocks away from the hotel and this is where Mom’s real fear of getting lost arises.

Every stoplight is a wayfaring challenge for Mom. She’s worried we’ll turn 

the wrong way, end up in an alley with “God knows who,” but we don’t. We 
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wind up at Winnipeg Clinic 15 minutes early and get in to see the first doctor 

right on time. Three other doctors examine her. They take blood, urine, even 

hair samples. They poke her, prod her, ask her hundreds of questions. At the 

end of the day, a pretty nurse gives her a back massage even without being 

asked. Mom talks about that back rub many times that evening in the hotel.

As we walk out of the clinic at the end of her arduous examinations, it is already 

dark. She is exhausted with a migraine built soundly in her head and she needs to 

lie down, so we head back to the hotel. It’s starting to snow heavily and the wind 

has gotten up. We stop at Kresge’s and buy two doughnuts to take to the room 

for a treat later. Mine is a chocolate-covered doughnut, a first for me. I grab a few 

copies of CKRC’s Hit Parade, which I can’t get in Langwood.

The hotel is two blocks away and as we leave the store, the crossing light is 

red but Mom just keeps on walking. I grab her arm and pull her out of the path 

of a fast-moving car that splashes cold slush onto both our legs and into our 

boots. She’s a little wobbly even with her arm wrapped around my shoulder. 

I can tell by the pressure she exerts on my body, she needs me; she is relying 

on me completely to keep her upright, to get her where she needs to be. I am 

strong and steady for her.

“Quickly, Jimmy.” She is squinting through her fogged-up glasses. 

“Quickly.” As we turn the corner into a gust of cold wind specked with snow, 

we are confronted by a huge Indian man, his long hair whipping in the wind, 

his black eyes scowling at us.

“Hey,” he says to us. Both Mom and I stand trembling before him. “Hey.”

“Please don’t hurt us,” Mom says in a small, pleading voice, her face a mask 

of bright fear. She offers him the little Kresge bag containing our doughnuts. 

“Here.”

A tight wrinkling of the brow precedes a big grin on the Indian’s face, which 

turns into a smile and a short chuckle. “I won’t hurt you. You dropped your 

scarf on the ground, is all.” He gestures behind us to the cherished silk scarf 

Mom got as a birthday gift from her mother the year Grandma died, the one 

with all different breeds of dogs pictured on it. I turn and snatch the scarf out of 

the gritty sidewalk muck. Mom’s mouth gapes and her eyes are wide with fear 
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as she looks from the Indian to the scarf in my hands and back to the Indian.

“Oh, oh, oh, thank you,” she says, half gratitude, half shame. She is still 

holding the bag of doughnuts out to him. Her shoulders and the doughnuts 

relax and a small smile crosses her lips.

“That’s okay, lady.” He gestures palm up and open. “What’s in the bag, 

anyways?”

“Doughnuts. Two doughnuts.”

“Oh. I don’t like doughnuts. ’Bye.” He walks away.

“’Bye,” I say cheerily. The Indian turns back and there is a huge grin on 

his face.

Mom is shaken by the encounter. Her hysteria level raises as rush-hour 

traffic swarms around us. “Where’s the hotel? Are we lost? Jimmy! Are we lost?”

“No, Mom. We’re not lost. The hotel is right there.” I point down the 

street where the ugly, four-storey asphalt-shingled building looms. It reminds 

me of The Patch in Langwood. It’s that ugly.

Back in Room 27, Mom takes a few pills and lies down on her thin bed. 

The small dim lamp on my nightstand is the only light in the room.

“That was the best back rub I ever had…from that lovely girl…Veronica. 

Veronica, that was her name. What a lovely name.” Mom’s voice is dreamy, 

wispy like thin happy clouds, satisfied. “Her hands were so gentle and loving; 

every one of my muscles forgave her immediately and loved her right back. 

She sang softly as she touched me. It was beautiful. Lovely Veronica.” Mom 

relives her back massage as she slips off to sleep.

I turn on my York, earphone in place, and tune in CKRC again. It’s great 

being able to get it so clearly all day. It’s a little different from CKY; the DJs 

are more home-grown, comical. The hits are the same, but CKY plays more 

Motown records. WLS Chicago booms into Winnipeg. Right now my favourite 

DJ is Art Roberts, who does the six to ten evening show. Slick, funny, smart 

and plays great Motown records, like The Miracles’ You Really Got a Hold 

on Me. Great song! Big hit in Chicago, not a peep from the Winnipeg stations.

“Aaaachooooo!”

“Are you catching a cold?” Mom says groggily from her bed.
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“No. Just allergic to the room.”

“Okay, baby.”

By the next morning, my head is stuffy and I sneeze a few more times. By the 

time we board the bus home at 12:35 in the afternoon, my nose is dripping and 

I feel feverish. By the time we reach Langwood around 7:30, I’ve got a doozie 

of a cold, coughing, fever, weak. I remember Dad lifting me off the stairs of the 

bus and carrying me to the back seat of the car where he gently laid me down.

That night, while Mom sleeps off her medical ordeal, Dad sits up with me, 

putting cool cloths on my forehead, giving me long hugs and feeding me orange 

juice. In the morning, my temperature is over a hundred and two. Time to go to 

the hospital. Doctor Gorsey is on call and admits me immediately with severe 

bronchitis and a touch of pneumonia. Mom is beside herself.

“I have surgery in two weeks. How can this be happening to my boy now? 

Is he going to live, Doctor?”

“Oh, Mary, of course he’s going to live. We have antibiotics, wonder drugs 

that are very effective against what Jimmy contracted. He’s going to recover 

quickly at his age and won’t spend more than a few days in hospital. He’ll be 

home and healthy long before you have your surgery.”

“Are you positive, Doctor? Absolutely sure?”

“Absolutely sure, Mary. Take it to the bank. I want to prescribe something 

new for you, Mary. This is just approved for sale here and it’s perfect for 

situations like yours.”

Mom’s attention has been piqued. She loves new drugs. “Is it a wonder 

drug?”

“Of sorts, Mary.”

“What does it do, Doctor?”

“Briefly, it takes the edge off of things. Let me explain what I mean. Right 

now, Mary, you feel blue, a little frightened about your surgery, having a sick 

boy and what all this is doing to your family. Am I right?”

“That sounds like me, yes. I’m very frightened about the surgery, not just 

a little, and blue, blue, blue.”

“Well, what this pill does is it takes the edge off that fear, makes it more 
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bearable, makes it easier to cope with. And it helps you cope with the day-to-

day stress you feel. Like the extra stress having your son in the hospital has 

placed on you.”

Mom adores Doctor Gorsey’s understanding of her. “Yes, stress, that’s a 

good word for what I feel. Stress. So this helps with stress?” Mom is increasingly 

hopeful.

“Yes, it does. It’s called Valium. You take it daily in the morning when you 

get up and it’ll last all day,” says Doctor Gorsey as he scribbles on a prescription 

form. “Though they’re new, they aren’t that expensive. I’ll see you in a week 

to see how they’re working for you.”

Mom holds the little piece of paper like a winning lottery ticket. Beaming, 

she thanks the doctor.

She visits me in the hospital every day in the morning and the afternoon 

and they both come up in the evenings. The wonder drugs act quickly and 

within two days I’m feeling better, but still very weak.

I notice Mom is a little different when she comes up, calmer, less excitable, 

more predictable. It’s kind of nice, but confusing for me.

Three more days resting in the hospital clear everything right up and I’m 

home and happy on the 15th.

The best thing about being in the hospital this time – I’ve been in Langwood 

hospital twice before – is the back rub the nurse gives you right at bedtime. 

Now I know what Mom meant about Veronica. It’s so soothing and helps you 

fall asleep sooner and easier. A young nurse in training gives me a back rub 

the third night just as I start getting my energy back. Besides the rub, I get an 

erection that pokes up through my hospital PJ pants. I’m pretty sure she noticed.

As Mom’s cancer surgery date approaches I expect her to become more and more 

anxious and afraid, but she is surprisingly calm about it, in fact, about everything. 

I wonder where her worry went. Dad says to be extra good until she’s well again, 

advice which, due to its repetition, becomes a warning.
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She comes down with a migraine for two days but it doesn’t seem as severe 

as usual and she’s up and packing her suitcase for the trip to Winnipeg. No bus 

ride this time. Dad is driving her in and staying in Winnipeg for at least two 

nights while she goes under the knife.

I stay with the Swedemans while my parents are in Winnipeg, an invitation 

that was immediately extended by Clare Swedeman when she heard about 

Mom’s cancer.

“Oh, Mary, we’re happy to have Jimmy stay with us. He and Park are the 

dynamic duo, aren’t they?” Clare purrs in her soft Irish accent.

“They certainly are!”

Mom isn’t surprised by the invitation and wonders if I had something to 

do with it.

“Other than having Park Swedeman as the best friend a guy could ever 

have, I had no part in this. But I approve.”

“So do I,” says Mom.

“Makes three,” chimes in Dad.

It’s one of our after-dinner conversations which usually ensue if the booze 

hasn’t intercepted Dad in the meantime. Some kids can’t wait to get away from 

the table but, being a small family, we leisurely enjoy the time and the talk. 

Tonight it has more urgency than usual.

“I’ll be gone three days, Jimmy. We’re staying at the Aberdeen Hotel, 

where you and Mom stayed.”

“First class all the way.” I grin. Dad scowls at me.

“It’ll do,” he says dismissively. “Mom has to be at the hospital at seven in 

the morning to check in then have the surgery. I’ll stay there until she comes 

out of the ether then I’ll call the Swedemans and let you know how it all went.”

“It’ll go fine, right, Mom?” I need assurance tonight.

“It will go just Jim Dandy, my sweet boy. I’ll be up and at ’em and home 

in no time. I got a feeling in my heart about this and it’s all bright and shiny. 

Don’t worry.”

Mom beckons me and I walk around the table to her. She takes my head 

between her hands and holds it so our eyes meet. She only does this when 
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something important needs to be said. The warmth from her hands on my 

cheeks and chin is a pleasant and familiar sensation that relaxes me a bit.

“Don’t worry, okay?”

“Okay,” I say, being brave but a breath away from crying. I encourage 

myself by saying it a little louder. “Okay.”

Mom kisses me long on the forehead then grabs me and presses me against 

her. Again I am lost in her love, swaddled in it. I see Mom quickly glance at 

Dad. I turn in her embrace to look at him. Tears roll away from Dad’s eyes. 

The rarity and sheer unlikelihood of Dad crying gives me a chill.

“What?” I say, confused. “Isn’t everything going to be okay? Tell me.”

Gently Dad slides his chair up next to Mom’s and takes us both in his 

expanse of arms and hugs us.

“That’s why I’m crying, Jimmy, because everything is going to be okay. 

I feel it in my heart, too, just like Mom does. Look into your heart, Jimmy. 

Can you feel it?”

An instruction like that, under any other circumstances, would have confounded 

me, but in our warm and loving embrace we three, the entire family, have aligned 

our hearts to ensure a positive outcome. No other possibility will be considered.

“I feel it!” I am somewhat surprised, but I do.

We all nod.

“What time are you leaving tomorrow?”

“I’d like to get away by nine and be in the city by two.”

The next morning it’s snowing a little but the forecast is for better weather 

by noon. Mom is making sure she’s packed everything she’ll need, Dad’ll need 

and I’ll need for the coming event. Dad is brewing some coffee to take in a 

thermos and I’m doing my usual morning routine.

The bags are packed in the back seat of the Chevy, thermos of coffee sloshing. 

Mom has her coat on, double-checks she has all the papers the hospital will 

need and starts to walk out the door, but she stops, takes two steps backward 

and turns toward her kitchen. Slowly she scans the familiar room, noticing 

everything in it as if for the first time. She thinks, “I’ll never see…” Her thought 

freezes. She gives a little laugh and shakes her head.
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“You need me, too,” Mom says to her kitchen. “I’ll be back.”

She closes the inside and outside doors behind her as cold winds whip in 

from the north. Once in the car, Mom reaches into her purse and feels for the 

little bottle of Valium. It’s there. Okay.

After school, I go to our house to pick up the bag Mom packed for me. I 

shovel away the snow that’s drifted over our sidewalk and enter the house, no 

key required. We never lock our doors. Why would we?

I slip off my galoshes and zip down to the rumpus room for a couple of 

45s, to my bedroom for my transistor radio and the new Song Hits. As I step 

into the living room I stop and listen. The house is eerily quiet; not even the 

refrigerator is having its usual conversation with itself. Nothing, silent. The 

TV shines glassily from the corner, blank, uninformed. The emptiness of the 

place creeps in on me.

I close my eyes and listen deeper. I hear a tiny flicking noise, faint but 

regular. Tilting my head I discover it is from the kitchen clock over the table. 

Although it’s past four, the clock reads two-fifteen. The red second hand hangs 

toward the six, tries to move forward and falls back, making the sound. The 

faintness of the sound and the futility of the second hand make me anxious.

The clock is one of those new battery ones. I rummage through the kitchen 

junk drawer, find a new battery, reach up, change it, set the clock correctly at 4:19 

and rehang it. I suddenly realize for the first time I didn’t need to use the chair 

to reach the clock. I’m growing. When they get home, we’ll put my new height 

mark on the wall. So far, in the new house, only one height has been marked.

I’m changing and growing in many ways now. I shave at least once a week. 

Dad and I practiced a lot after my birthday. Mom comments on how cute it 

is to see her men stripped to the waist, lathered and ready for the blade. Hair 

is growing everywhere now and my voice has settled into a deeper register 

although occasionally it still careens back into kiddie talk for a few words. I 

really hope that stops soon. Oh, and then there is Kelly Crimson. Park and I 

need to talk about her tonight.

As I put my galoshes back on I can hear the firm, forceful ticking of the kitchen 

clock. My anxiety melts away as I close the door behind me and head over to Park’s.
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Both his parents work, so Park and his kid sister Vilma, who is nine, are 

watching Razzle Dazzle. Howard the Turtle is telling groaners.

“What did one ocean say to the other ocean? Nothing, they just waved.”

We all groan along with the audience.

“What did one cannibal say to the other while they were eating a clown? 

Does this taste funny to you?”

Groans along with a few sputtering laughs from both Park and me. We 

have similar and rather dark senses of humour.

“What do you call a horse that likes arts & crafts? A hobby horse.”

Snorts and groans. A commercial for Variety Packs of cereal comes on. 

Park gets up.

“Let’s go to my room. Bring your stuff.”

The Swedemans live in what has always been called the Spanner house, a 

rambling two-storey brick pile with many bedrooms and two bathrooms. I’ve 

never seen a house with two complete bathrooms before. Park’s room on the 

second floor has a bay window which extends up from the first floor. The view 

is of the large snowy back yard dotted with mature spruce trees. Two single 

beds against opposite walls are separated by a bureau against the joining wall.

I put my suitcase on the floor and plop down on the bed. It’s harder and 

narrower than my bed at home. We hear Park’s mom Clare come home, heralded 

by Vilma’s excited talking and laughing.

“I wonder if my folks made it to Winnipeg,” I say to Park. “Dad said he’d 

only call tonight if there was a problem.”

“Well, we haven’t heard anything, so everything must be okay.”

Hearing Park say the word okay reinforces its relevance and its meaning 

for me.

“Okay.” I nod and smile.

Clare calls from below. “Park! Jim! Come have a treat!”

I look at Park. “She called me Jim.”

“So did Vilma, but you didn’t notice. Everybody here will call you Jim.” 

Park beams at me.

“Thanks, Park. I still haven’t asked Mom and Dad to call me Jim, but 
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I will soon. I hoped I wouldn’t have to ask, that they’d just know and start 

calling me Jim.”

“Maybe if they hear others call you Jim, they’ll finally get it.”

“Everything is topsy-turvy right now, but when Mom gets home, that’s 

when I become Jim, just Jim Crawford.”

We go downstairs and join Clare and Vilma at the kitchen table. A pitcher 

of milk and three kinds of cookies await us.

“I’ll pour for you boys. Help yourself to cookies, Jim.” Clare smiles at me.

Park and I do and leave milk moustaches on our upper lips, which amuses 

Vilma and Clare greatly. When Vilma tries she dribbles milk on her shirt. We 

all laugh.

“So, Jim, where are your folks staying in Winnipeg?” Clare asks.

“At the Aberdeen Hotel downtown. Mom and me stayed there when she 

went in for pre-op.”

“Did the hotel have a phone in the room, Jim?”

“Um...yes, it did. Mom called Dad.”

“We’ll call them later to pass along our wishes, okay, Jim?”

“That would be great. Thank you. I can’t express how relieved I am that 

I can talk to them.”

“Good, Jim. After supper we’ll call them. Sean will be home soon. I’ve had 

a stew in the crock pot on all day.”

In unison, Park and me: “It smells great!”

It occurs to me that every time Park’s mom says my name I get an odd 

sensation in my stomach or somewhere. I’ve never noticed it before, but she 

has beautiful golden hair, straight and clean, flaxen. Clare’s eyes are alive and 

dancing from face to face, place to place. She smiles and laughs easily, touches 

my hand gently at one point. I immediately doubt she’d actually touched me. 

I stare at my hand. I have a large erection. I slide a little closer to the table. 

Park catches my eye and grins.

“So, Jim, let’s go toss the ball around a bit. What do you say?”

“I’m up for another milk and cookie. In a bit.” I try to respond coolly 

and fail.
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Park chuckles. I look at Clare and she has a beatific look of delight on 

her face. She knows exactly what’s going on. She’s raising Park, after all. How 

could she not?

“So how red am I?” I ask.

“Fire engine,” says Park. He laughs and shakes his head.

Vilma tries to sort through her confusion. “Why are you blushing, Jim?”

Clare rescues me. “C’mon, Vilma, let’s make the dumpling dough for the 

stew.”

“Oh boy! Can I cut the butter?”

I watch Clare rise out of the kitchen chair and realize how shapely and 

graceful she is. For a few seconds she moves in slow motion, like in a movie. 

Her hair sweeps around her as if tossed by the gentlest breeze, her hands build 

swirls in the air and she radiates something indefinable. Everything is changing. 

Except I still have a big erection. I realize Park has been monitoring the state of 

my cock as well. Clare and Vilma are across the kitchen with their backs to us.

“Let’s go to your room,” I strongly suggest.

Park nods, and we stand and escape up the stairs as quickly as possible. I 

can’t stand straight up because of the pants pressure on my erection.

“Isn’t it strange that when you get an erection you can’t stand erect?” Park 

offers when we close the door to his room.

“Very wise, my friend.” I fall back onto my bed, open my pants, pull away 

my gotch and release my throbbing cock. “Can you lock that door?”

“It has a snib.” Park snibs the door.

I start jerking off. Though Park and I have discussed jerking off many times, 

we’ve never done it together before. I sense his uncertainty and think of Wedge. 

After a minute of watching me, Park opens his jeans and stands watching himself 

in the oval mirror on the wall. In a minute we both come, Park onto the mirror, me 

onto my chest when I pull up my shirt just in time. We both enjoy the afterglow. 

I love that word. Afterglow. It perfectly describes what I feel like after I come. 

Afterglow. A lingering glow. Apparently everyone knows about this.

Park watches his semen slide slowly down the mirror, breathing hard. He 

starts to sputter and tears start to pour down his face.
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“How many babies is that?” Park points at the moving semen. It has 

almost reached the frame of the mirror. Park cries and points. “How many? 

How many have I killed?”

I don’t experience Park’s level of guilt when I jerk off. It just feels good. 

For Park it’s different. I can’t explain how or if he’s having me on.

“Well, lots, but Park, think about it this way. Semen is one of the most 

common substances on earth. All men have it, billions of balls are full of it. 

Eager little sperms are everywhere you turn, spurting out holus-bolus onto 

everybody. I finally got to use holus-bolus. I’ve stored that up for about three 

weeks. Great term, holus-bolus, means all at once. There’s plenty of semen, 

so don’t mourn your puny little squirt.”

“I didn’t think it was puny or little,” Park mockingly defends himself. “I 

thought it was manly and well-thought-out.”

We both break up laughing. Park hands me the Kleenex box. A few of his 

drops have fallen from the edge of the mirror onto the carpet. Park kneels and 

with a tissue wrapped in his hand lovingly harvests his semen from the carpet.

“Come, little babies, come to Daddy.”

Park takes the tissue and cradles it in his arms, rocking it and singing, 

“Goodnight and goodbye little babies, whoever you are. Goodnight and goodbye.”

We harmonize as badly as possible between bouts of laughter.

Two loud raps on the door get our attention.

“Everything all right in there?”

It’s Park’s dad, Sean.

“Yeah, Dad. Me and Jim are just reading Mad. Welcome home.”

“Hi, Jim.”

“Hi, Sean.” They don’t want me to call them Mr. and Mrs. Swedeman but 

to call them by their first names. That could never happen at my house. Sean 

prefers the Irish pronunciation of his name, which is zeen, but the only person 

who pronounces his name that way is Clare.

Park unsnibs the door as quietly as possible and opens it. Sean Swedeman 

pretty much fills the doorway. He’s six-five and 250 pounds. Biggest shoulders 

in Ireland, he brags, and the face of an angel, he also brags, and he’s right. 
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Framed by curly red locks, Sean’s face shines with good humour and ease. 

Taking a step into the room, Sean reaches out and shakes my hand.

“Welcome to our home, Jim. I know everything will turn out well for your 

mother. Mama’s just putting the dumplings in. Smells wonderful, doesn’t it, boys?”

As Sean talks, he unbuttons his plaid shirt, pulls it out of his jeans, away 

from his body and off his arms, revealing his massive shoulders and huge carved 

chest covered with auburn hair. He looks like a statue. He smiles at me, turns 

and walks down the hall, unbuckling his jeans. I watch his muscular back as 

he disappears into the bathroom.

“Someday I’m going to look like that,” predicts Park.

I look at Park and nod. He gets a little uncomfortable as I continue to stare 

at him. I guess I’ve never looked at my best friend before. I can see both his 

mother and his father in his face, in his build and in his demeanour. His broad 

shoulders and chest are from Sean; his handsome, symmetrical face mostly 

from his mother but with his father’s gentle mouth.

Calmly but with some annoyance, “Why are you staring at me, Jim? Is 

something wrong?”

“I’ve…” Where are the words? “I’ve never seen you before.”

“What? I’m Park, Park Swedeman.”

“Yeah, Park. I know who you are, but I’m seeing you for the first time 

as a product of your parents, seeing what each parent gave you. You get it, I 

hope? I’m starting to see a lot of things that way now.”

From downstairs, Clare’s clarion call: “Park! Jim! Sean! Dinner!”

I look at Park for some assurance he knows what I mean. He says, “We’ll 

talk more later. I’m starved.”

So am I.

After a jovial supper of dumplings and stew, Clare says I should call the hotel.

“You call,” she tells. “You’ll have to get the operator to find and dial the 

number for you.”

“Okay.” I’m completely uncertain.

“Just say the hotel you’re calling and she’ll connect you.”

“Oh, hello. I want to call the Aberdeen Hotel in Winnipeg, please.”
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The operator says, “Hi Park…”

“It’s not Park. It’s Jim Crawford. I’m calling my mom and dad in Winnipeg 

from the Swedemans’.”

“Oh, Jimmy. Is everything okay?”

“I hope so.”

“Do Mr. and Mrs. Swedeman know you’re making this call?”

I hand the receiver to Clare.

“Hi, Clare here. Hi, Lynn. Yes, put it through. Thanks.” She hands the 

phone back to me.

“The hotel is ringing now, Jimmy. Hello, I have a call for Mr. and Mrs. 

Crawford, guests in your hotel.”

“Hold on,” a gruff hotel voice says. A few clicks. One ring. Another.

Dad answers cautiously.

“Hello?” It’s a question.

“Hi, Dad.”

“Oh, hi, son. Everything okay?”

“Yeah, great. I just wanted to be sure you got there okay today.”

“The drive was blustery but we made good time. Everything okay with 

you?”

“Still okay, Dad.” Dad sounds like he’s had a few drinks.

“How’s Mom?”

“Here she is.”

When Mom comes on I can tell she’s really tired and maybe crying a little. 

“Hello, Jimmy. Everything okay?”

“Hi, Mom. Just great. I’m at the Swedemans’. We had dumplings and stew 

for supper. It was good. I just wanted to talk to you and tell you I love you 

and tomorrow will be an okay day, too.”

“Thank you, Honey. You pray for me tonight and I’ll pray for you, Jimmy.” 

She’s starting to cry now.

“Deal, Mom.” I’m crying, too.

“Here’s your father.”

“Thanks for calling, son. I’ll call you at the Swedemans’ tomorrow after 



the surgery.”

“I love you, Dad.”

“Love you, too, son.”

Seeing my emotional state, Clare gives me a huge hug. I’m thinking, “Please, 

oh please don’t get an erection,” and I don’t. Instead I hug her back and enjoy 

the loving embrace.

“I’m glad you called them. They are, too, I bet.”

“They are. Thank you, Clare. They got there okay.”

It’s surgery day. Telstar by the Tornados is Number One on CKY.

I’m distracted with thoughts of what is happening to Mom today. Modern 

medicine and surgery are large mysteries to me, mysteries Mom hopes I will 

sort out by becoming a doctor. She’s going to be disappointed. That discussion 

awaits in the near future.

Even Miss Bonchuk, my home room teacher, notices I’m not all here today.

“Are you with us today, Jim Crawford?” she asks.

There are two Jims in the class, so Miss Bonchuk has to differentiate even 

though we two Jims couldn’t be more different. Jim Peddles is two years 

older than everybody else in the class, and two years dumber. That’s just my 

assessment. At recess Park wants to bet Jim Peddles won’t make it through 

Grade 8, that he’ll be gone before Easter. No one takes him up on the bet.

The weather has turned mild, so Park and I stroll home after school, making 

a pit stop at our house to make sure everything is okay. It is.

On Main Street we run into Beryl Bryter. “Hello, boys.”

“Hello, Miss Bryter.”

Beryl stares at me for a moment. “Jim…” She pauses, as if thinking of 

what to say next. “Jim, your mother is going to come through all this with 

her colours flying and a marching band in full regalia right behind her. Don’t 

worry. She’ll live to be an old, old lady.”

“Thank you, Miss Bryter,” I say. “I have that same feeling.”



“Good. Then it will be so in the world.” She tousles our hair and walks away.

About five minutes after we get to Swedemans’, the phone rings. It’s Dad.

“Great news, son. Mom made it through the operation with flying colours. 

She’s even awake now, pretty nauseous, but she said to tell you she loves you. 

She wants to make sure I tell you she loves you.” Dad hasn’t been drinking 

today. He’s chipper, happy, relieved, as am I.

Two sobs and I regain my composure. “I knew she’d be fine. So did you, 

right, Dad?”

“Right, son. So don’t worry. Thank the Swedemans for me and Mom, 

please.”

“I will. Tell Mom I love her, and I love you.”

“Sure thing. I’ll be coming home tomorrow and should be there by late 

afternoon. I’ll spend time with Mom in the morning.”

“See you tomorrow, Dad.”

“Goodnight, son.”

A quick vision of Mom in a hospital bed, smiling weakly and giving me 

the thumbs up, flashes through my mind. I give her thumbs up right back.

Park and I spend the evening playing 45s, enjoying the A-sides and exploring 

the B-sides for gems. I’m relieved Mom came through the surgery well, but 

I’m distracted by an encounter with a girl.

“Something on your mind, my friend?”

I smile and feel happy I have a friend like Park.

“Okay. I’m haunted by a vision I saw a few days ago.”

“A vision?” Park queries.

“In Konk’s.”

“You had a vision in Konk’s? Wow! Did old man Konk charge you for it?”

“It was at noon hour. I just walked in and Kelly Crimson and Cheryl, 

what’s her name? With the braces?”

“Cheryl Hoofits.”



“Really?”

“No. Go on.”

“As I walk in, Kelly Crimson turns toward me, stares into my eyes, takes 

two steps forward and pokes a red jujube out of her mouth. It’s wet and shiny 

and sticks out between her lips like a nipple. She moves it in and out. Her eyes 

grow large and she…she…just for a second…looks like a demon or…” I’m 

exasperated because I can’t describe her, still can’t describe her.

“Kelly Crimson looks like a demon? If demons are three years older than 

us, have large tits for their age and like to tease new boys – that’s what my 

Grandpa calls me, new boy – then, yeah, Kelly is a demon. I’ve jerked off 

thinking about her.”

“Me too.” I tell Park my one and only jerk-off fantasy about Kelly Crimson. 

I envision Kelly naked riding on one of the huge hogs her father raises on the 

Stink Ranch, as the downwinders call it. Her breasts flop around like the teats 

on the hog. The noises she makes aren’t like anything I’d ever heard before 

until I realize I was making the noises as my hand went white with semen.

“I don’t see the problem here. Unless, oh no, could it be you were more 

attracted to the pig than to Kelly and it was the old hog tits that got you wet? 

If that’s it I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes, or gotch!”

“It was definitely Kelly. Do you think it’s weird to have sex fantasies like 

that?”

“Your fantasies not related to sex are weird.”

“Yes, even imaginative.”

“Even.”

There is a lull in our conversation. Faintly at first but growing louder is 

the joyous sound of Clare and Sean having sex two rooms away. Both Park 

and I freeze, smiling. Shortly, just as I’m about to recall their howling from 

New Year’s Eve, they begin to howl. It’s musical, or at least harmonic. I’m 

thoroughly enchanted by the physical accord translated into aural bliss. And it 

goes on and on and on, often with short silent intervals that aren’t really silent 

but bubbling with heavy breathing and gasping. The primal scream ululates 

into a duet of pleasure again.
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I see a smile pass over Park’s lips. He looks at his crotch and mine. We both 

have hard-ons. Park arches his eyebrows. Why not, I shrug back. Ten seconds 

later we are both pumping our dicks. Park cracks his door and the sound level 

of his parents increases dramatically, effectively.

“You ever jerked off to them before?” I quiz Park.

He smiles. “First time for everything.”

Clare’s howling transforms into a wistful wavering song that grows more 

intense and ends with, and I looked this up, an orgasm! She is screaming wildly. 

Sean’s groans grow into howls and ape calls, like Tarzan.

“Like Tarzan,” I whisper to Park.

“She calls him Tar Sean sometimes. Get it? Why are you whispering? They 

can’t hear us.”

“I…I don’t know why I’m whispering.”

Just as Clare and Sean reach their climax, I come onto my chest with several 

loud groans. A minute later, Park does the same. We both lay on our beds, 

drifting in the afterglow. Apparently his parents do the same.

The stillness of the house is shattered when Park makes an obvious but 

nonetheless brilliant observation: “It’s great having a cock! Really great!”

“Handy and fun!”

We both laugh. In the hallway a bedroom door opens and, through the 

cracked door, I see Sean from behind, naked, walking to the bathroom. The 

sound of heavy pissing, flush, tap squeak on, tap squeak off, pause and the 

bathroom door opens just as Park pushes our bedroom door closed.

That night I have a wet dream about Kelly Crimson but I don’t know 

it until the morning. She isn’t a demon in the dream and there are no hogs 

anywhere, so that’s a relief.



February 1963

When Mom gets home ten days later she looks much better than I thought she 

would, but my understanding of cancer and kidney removal is dim. She’s 

more robust, yet mellow, accepting, not as worried about stuff. She seems happy.

For the next three weeks she has a little plastic tube coming out of her side 

that drains off stuff the kidney would have dealt with if it was still there. She 

drains it twice a day, the first two days in the privacy of their bedroom with the 

door closed. All that does is ramp up my curiosity. But I don’t even have to ask.

On the third morning she says, “Paging Doctor Crawford! Paging Doctor 

Crawford! I’m going to drain my tube now. Wanna watch?”

She knows by my grin I am eager. She has the old plastic measuring cup 

with the numbers washed off that she’s holding under the little tap at the end 

of the tube which sticks about an inch out of her left side. She carefully turns 

the miniature tap and pinkish fluid starts to ooze out of the tube.

“Is it usually this slow?” I’m right up at the tap. “I’ll hold the cup.” Mom 

gives me the cup.

“It takes a minute to get going. There.”

The fluid turns almost clear and drips at a steady, fast rate.

“Wow! So what is that? Is that your juices?” The fluid has a faint odour 

I can’t recognize.



“I knew you’d ask that, Jimmy, so I asked the doctor what I should tell 

you. He said, ‘Tell Jimmy, it’s the last of the bad and the old leaving your mom. 

Now she is good and new.’ So there’s your answer, smarty pants.”

“Good and new. It smells funny.”

“It smells of dead flowers, Jimmy. I’m throwing out the dead flowers at 

last. Say goodbye to the dead flowers. That’s what you smell.”

Mom has a wistful expression on her face.

“Can you feel it draining out of you? Does it hurt?”

“No and no. When it stops dripping we can turn off the tap. Then I measure 

how much came out and write it on this chart which I keep here.” She plucks 

the chart out of the bottom right corner of the big mirror on her vanity. “So, 

that’s about a quarter of a cup this time.”

She writes on the chart and puts it back on the mirror next to a picture of 

our old dog Scout who got hit by a truck when I was ten and a colour picture 

of her and I when I was five holding hands with our coats on by a big tree.

“Is a quarter of a cup average?”

“So far. Doctor said it will fluctuate for the first ten days then settle down. 

Thank you for your professional help and pleasant bedside manner, Doctor 

Crawford.”

“You are welcome, Mrs. Crawford. Anything else I can do?”

“Be a dear and rinse out the cup in the bathroom sink. Thank you, Doctor.”

“Sure.”

My momentary eagerness turns sour as I carry the measuring cup to the 

bathroom. Its odour turns my stomach. I close the bathroom door behind me 

and set the cup on the sink. It’s as if I’m waiting for the fluid to say something, 

to explain itself, to give me direction.

I turn on the hot water and pour the fluid into the drain hole. It disappears 

with barely a hint of its dreadful fragrance. I rinse the cup several times and it comes 

clean easily, no odour left. I suddenly get nauseous and dry heave into the sink 

twice. Feeling flushed, I sit on the toilet lid for a few minutes, taking deep breaths.

I have to tell them I’ve decided what I want to be when I grow up and it’s 

not a doctor.
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March 1963

In the spring of 1963, the most-played song on Burgen’s jukebox is He’s So 

Fine by the Chiffons; the girl group era is in full swing. Overly consumptive 

manchild Phil Spector is reigning at the top of the charts. The Ronettes, the 

Crystals, Darlene Love flare into pop history with unrelentingly catchy tunes 

sung with viperous vigour. Maryann has just turned 20 and wears her hair in 

a restrained but swirling bouffant. She imagines she is one of the Bernadettes 

as she sings along.

Those sweet Bernadettes! A jingling in the air, wavering swirls, moody 

tones sometimes deep and close, often high and hovering, tiny swarming bells 

tinkling in harmony with the Bernadettes, those sirens in tight sweaters and 

short skirts bathed in street corner light who emerge only after dark to smoke 

and sing and sneer. Through the Divine Force of a pop song, the Bernadettes 

transmogrify a dreary place into teen heaven, a magic spell that lasts two minutes 

and nineteen seconds. The Bernadettes vanish back into the mundane night. 

The bells have fled as well. It is quiet…too quiet.

Too quiet.

C9.

BAM!

The Crystals howl He’s a Rebel, still Maryann’s favourite song of all 
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time even though it’s been on the box since last October. The song provides 

a foundation on which she develops a bitchy side, a mysterious aura helped 

along by the Crystals’ current hit, B20, Da Do Ron Ron, whatever that means.

The Seeburg gives Maryann’s intense yearning and wanderlust expression 

with B11, I Will Follow Him by Little Peggy March and A9, He’s So Fine by 

the Chiffons. In her darkest moments, she finds hope from C2, Ruby and her 

Romantics promising Our Day Will Come.

She is having one of those dark moments, one of her “highway moments,” but 

with neither Ruby nor a Romantic in sight to give her hope. Startling Maryann from 

her murky reverie, the door to the Coffee Stop opens and Kyle Lindal walks in.

Living up to everyone’s expectations, Kyle Lindal will graduate from 

Langwood High School with honours in 1963. Athletic and popular, student 

council president and most likely to succeed, all the attributes one can acquire in 

a small rural high school accrue to the perfect presence known as Kyle Lindal.

“Hello, Kyle,” Maryann offers. “What can I get you?”

“Hi. Yeah, small Rothmans.”

Maryann notices his tight jeans and white t-shirt that shows off his broad 

chest.

“That’s a dollar nineteen. I heard some scientist said smoking is bad for 

you,” Maryann says, smiling at Kyle and handing him the small blue box. “You 

can get TB or cancer or something.”

Kyle stares blankly at Maryann, waiting for his change. He stares at 

Maryann’s breasts, which amply fill her blue waitress uniform. He can see a 

shard of her cleavage and gazes at the flash of flesh. The boy turns red-faced 

when he realizes she’s caught him ogling her.

Many of Langwood’s teenage boys think Maryann, while her face requires 

a paper bag, has a body that is hot and very fuckable. The common phrase 

that describes, excuses and encourages this is, “It’s not the face you fuck, it’s 

the fuck you face.”

Maryann fixes on Kyle’s brown eyes, holding his change in her closed hand 

in midair and controlling his attention with her intense stare. The moment 

comes to a standstill.
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She’s thinking, “God, he’s beautiful!”

He’s thinking, “God, she’s ugly!”

Her lips move and the words slide away from her, splashing against his 

awareness.

“I want to fuck you.”

After a pause lasting three heartbeats, Kyle says, “What?”

“I said you should take care of yourself.”

She drops his change into his outstretched palm, gently brushing his fingers. 

The moment passes. He smiles a little, mostly from confusion, and turns 

away from Maryann. The Seeburg starts to play, all on its own, He’s a Rebel. 

It becomes the soundtrack to Kyle’s leaving, which turns into a slow-motion 

ballet of taut denim and bright white cotton concealing muscle, meat and heat. 

As he opens the restaurant door, the afternoon sunshine floods over him. Kyle 

turns back and glances at Maryann. He looks like a rock and roll angel. “He’s 

grown wings,” she thinks. She thinks he is smiling a little.

After the restaurant door closes and the shaft of light dies, Maryann wonders 

to herself if she actually said that or if she just wished she had.

In Burgen’s parking lot, Kyle slides in behind the wheel of his Corvette. 

He’s pretty sure Maryann said she wanted to fuck him, but he feels a little 

disoriented by the whole thing, especially that song. He turns the key and 

CKY, Canada’s Friendly Giant, is playing He’s a Rebel on his car radio.

“She does want to fuck me.” Kyle smiles as he pulls slowly away from 

Burgen’s.

“Everybody wants to fuck me.”
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April 1963

In the spring of 1963 I’m battling Puff the Magic Dragon by Peter, Paul and Mary 

and End of the World by Skeeter Davis as my radio nemesises, or nemesi, waiting 

for the latest Pitney, wonderful Mecca suggesting minarets and mystery, or Pipeline 

by the Chantays or On Broadway by the Drifters to spill out of my little York radio. 

Still loving Ruby Baby by Dion; his snarl is fun and irresistible. The Four Seasons have 

their third Number One in a row as Walk Like a Man subsides from the Top Ten.

The little snow we had this winter is gone by the second week of April, 

which makes living in Langwood much easier. No more snowdrifts to climb 

because the town ploughs but doesn’t haul the snow away so mountains of it 

build up along the streets.

With Easter break extra long this year, I’m anticipating a small vacation 

from the grind of Grade 7. The Wednesday before the break Park and I are 

coming home from school and walk by Percy’s store. The door opens and 

Percy stands there, smiling.

“Hello, Jim. Hello, Park.”

“Hi, Mister Peel,” Park says.

“Hi, Percy,” I say. “What’s new?”

“I’m doing the west run next Tuesday and wonder if you’ll ride shotgun 

again, Jim? I’ve got a new box in Benderglen. It’s school break, right?”
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“Yeah. Let me check with Mom and Dad, but sure, I’m in.”

“Great. Usual leaving time, back by four.”

“Thanks, Percy.”

Park and I proceed along Main Street.

“You know that you getting to help Percy Peel with his jukeboxes makes 

you the coolest person I know, Jim Crawford?”

“And if I wasn’t helping Percy, how cool would I be?”

“Still the coolest person I know. What do you and Percy talk about, besides 

music?”

“He tells me about the beer parlours and the drunks in them. We talk 

about books.”

“Really? What books have you both read?”

“James Bond books. They’re making a movie of Dr. No with some guy 

named Connery as James Bond. I don’t know if he’ll be good or not.”

“What else do you talk about?”

“We talk about women.”

“Women? Really? Does he give you advice?”

“No. He just…points things out, like what to look for when you look at 

a woman, how old she really is compared to how old she wants to be, stuff 

like that.”

“Wow.”

“Percy whistles along to songs, sometimes really loud like sirens, sometimes 

really soft like little birds. He’s a very good whistler. Percy says I’m some stuff, 

which is pretty good as far as I can tell. But it’s not just me he says is some stuff, 

it’s our generation that’s different. He thinks the war made us different.”

“I know he’s right about one thing.”

“What’s that, Park?”

“You are some stuff, all right! Whatever it means, I mean it.”

“Apparently we’re all some stuff.”
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Tuesday morning is blustery and rainy so I run to Percy’s store, where he’s just 

about to load the station wagon out the back door for the rain.

“Mornin’, Jim. A fine morning for a drive on the prairie!”

He’s being facetious – finally I get to use that word! – now that I know 

such a thing exists.

“Perfect for ducks,” I reply.

“Quack, quack,” goes Percy with a solid imitation of a mallard.

“Quack, quack,” echoes Bark, who sits at the workbench hovering over 

the guts of a TV.

“Quack, quack,” I respond, baby duck.

In unison we begin a quacking session that goes on much too long and 

ends in gales of laughter.

A crack of thunder reminds us the road lies ahead. The lights flicker in the 

shop as we load the records, tool box and accessories. Percy nearly forgets his 

thermos but Bark barks at him just in time.

Percy pulls away from the back end of the shop down a narrow road 

between dozens of refrigerators, stoves, ovens, every appliance the modern 

age has supplied sitting out in the open, all dead. It’s a graveyard. Though their 

hard enamel exteriors still shine, their guts are broken; they are kaput. I feel 

sad as we drive past them and relieved when we splash down the back alley, 

cross Main Street and slip out of town.

“How’s your mom?”

Percy and I haven’t talked in a few weeks.

“She’s feeling good. The incision healed up well, got the drain out and she’s 

going for radiation next week.”

“Where does she go for that?”

“Winnipeg. She gets treatments every day for three weeks, so she’s staying 

with an old lady in a big house near the hospital where she can feel at home. It 

has a fireplace. Dad is taking her in on Saturday. We might go visit her together 

one weekend. How’s everything with you? I haven’t seen you in the store lately.”

“I’m spending more time on the road, drumming up business, and Laurel 

isn’t feeling well these days. The doctors are looking into it now.”
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A chilly tingle passes through my body. I’ve never felt anything like it 

before. It’s real and true, cold and dangerous. “Laurel Peel,” I say.

“My wife, Laurel.”

Percy looks at me with a question mark carved on his face. He can do that, 

make his face into a question mark. Maybe it’s a spy thing, except the only 

other person I can think of who makes a question mark on their face is my 

dad’s mother, Grandma Crawford, who is very old and probably not a spy.

“Is she real sick?” I ask.

“Jim, my wife is drinking herself to death. She gets up in the morning, 

starts drinking and doesn’t stop until she passes out, usually late afternoon, 

early evening, then it starts all over again the next day when she wakes up. I 

buy booze for her in every town now. I can’t keep up. This is a secret, Jim. No 

one else in Langwood knows about Laurel’s drinking problem, so this is just 

between you and me. Right?”

“Right,” I say.

What I don’t say is that everybody in Langwood, even kids like me, know 

about Mrs. Peel’s drinking problem and how often she has fallen into the 

nearby creek and almost drowned and how often she flags down cars waving 

her dress standing naked on the bridge over the creek, wishing everyone a 

Happy something-or-other. But I play along.

“Will she be okay?”

“We’ll see, Jim.”

A silence falls over the two of us as we slow down on the big hill that 

delivers us into the valley where Brindle nestles. First stop, Lofty’s, where we 

get the usual loud greeting.

“Percy, Percy, Pumpkin Eater and the Boy Wonder! Welcome to my 

humble hostelry.”

I’m now the Boy Wonder!

Percy doffs his fedora and I make a small unrehearsed clumsy bow to Lofty, 

who has a table full of Hot Stovers, retired guys, all wearing caps and plaid 

shirts, suspenders and belts, coffee mugs with little dribbles down the side in 

front of each guy. Sometimes when Mom sees a guy wearing both suspenders 
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and a belt and Dad isn’t around, she says, “He must be carrying precious cargo,” 

and she laughs. I still don’t know what that means.

A quick glance at Percy supports the notion that we are in for a bout of 

heavy ribbing about the jukebox and its music, but as if by magic, a young 

woman, whom all the men greet as Glenda, enters the place and sits with the 

men. She commands the full attention of all six old-timers while Percy and I 

juke the sensuous AMi box that dominates one corner of Lofty’s.

Percy whispers to me, “I’ll bet there’s more than one hard-on under that 

table right now,” motioning with his chin to the old guys. We both nod and 

chuckle.

“She’s pregnant,” says Percy quietly to me, now referring to the coin box 

which is almost full and which he empties into a large fabric bag with a zipper 

on it. “I wonder what song pulled in this much coin? Any guesses?”

I do a quick scan of the title and artist tabs and come up with nothing. Percy 

checks the play counter on the box, jots in his little book and gets my attention.

“What’s D11?”

“Yakety Sax by Boots Randolph, that instrumental.”

“That’s our winner?”

“No, must be a mistake.”

Connie, one of the waitresses at Lofty’s, comes over.

“Bet that chicken dance song gets lots of plays, eh?”

“Which one is that, Connie?” Percy asks.

“That yakety one. Every time someone plays it, somebody gets up and 

does a silly chicken dance that makes everybody laugh. Don’t take it out, hey?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it. What do you mean by chicken dance?”

“Like this.” Connie starts flapping her arms and awkwardly strutting 

around.

“It’s hard without the music.”

Percy checks the song list and presses a button. Yakety Sax begins to play. 

Connie starts to laugh and dances around, clucking, flapping and strutting 

to Boots Randolph’s happy tune. Two patrons stand and start to dance in a 

similar fashion, all laugh and enjoy the fun and the company, not to mention 
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the catalyst for their pleasure: Percy’s jukebox. Percy watches with amusement 

while dollar signs swarm in his head. Everyone applauds when the song and 

dance end, no one less heartily than Percy Peel.

“Thanks, Connie. I’ll leave you some free plays for that,” Percy says.

Connie turns, waves her bum and gives Percy (or is it me?) a coy smile as 

she walks away.

“Yakety Sax! Well, well, well. There’s a good lesson for you, Jim: expect 

the unexpected, because if you don’t it’ll sneak up on you, bite you on the ass 

and you might end up liking it. You understand?”

The blank expression on my face answers his question.

“Let me show you something.” Percy points to a small orange switch in 

the guts of the box.

“When engaged, that switch will make the box play a random song if it 

hasn’t been played for the last two hours. How about that, huh?”

“Like at Burgen’s.” I’m as impressed as Percy.

Percy flicks the switch. “It’s on. So not only does it have aurora and 

lightning but SRP, which stands for Sudden Random Play. Remember that, 

Jim. Say it back.”

I do and Percy smiles and nods his head. “Some stuff. Get to work on her. I’ll 

take care of Pitcairn’s Room. Get a burger from Lofty, on me, tell him, it’s on me.”

“Ten-four, Percy.”

Percy hands me seven 45s and the list of seven numbers where they go. This 

is an easy one. Even while I’m servicing her, she makes occasional lightning. I 

must ask Percy why jukeboxes are women.

Percy says folk music doesn’t get played on jukeboxes so no bloody Puff. 

Pretty good stuff otherwise: Orlons’ South Street replaces Go Away Little Girl by 

Steve Lawrence, who should go away; Rhythm of the Rain, Cascades replaces The 

Lonely Bull, a draw; From a Jack to a King replaces From a Jack to a King, a new 

copy, old one worn out, good money-maker, thank you Ned Miller whoever you 

are; finally Percy gets Pipeline which I switch with Walk Right In, big improvement; 

and ultimate finally, You Really Got a Hold on Me by the Miracles (the most aptly 

named group ever) replaces Chubby’s Limbo Rock, and so it goes.
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I double-check my work, secure the box and sit down at the counter that 

winds in an S shape through the room. Lofty comes over and places a knife 

and fork in front of me.

“What can I get ya, Jim?”

“Percy said…”

“Anything you want, Jim. It’s on me, not Percy.” Lofty slides a menu over 

to me. “Anything. I’ll be back in a few.”

I read the menu and think a hot dog will do today.

“You want fries with that?” Lofty asks.

“Sure.”

“And a Pepsi?”

“Sure.”

“Comin’ right up.”

When Lofty comes back with the food, he crouches behind the counter so 

we’re face to face. I’m unnerved by his eye patch and single ear, but quickly 

get used to his odd look again.

“How’s your dad, Jim?”

“He’s good.” I spread mustard up and down my dog.

“And your mom?”

“She had a kidney taken out because it had cancer on it, but she’s doing 

real well now.” I add the sweet green relish.

“Cancer!” Lofty is suddenly animated, but I’m too immersed in my hot 

dog to notice his anxiety. “Cancer!” He stands and I never see him again.

Just as I produce a long satisfying burp which causes great tumult among 

the hot dog, fries and Pepsi getting to know each other in my guts, Percy walks 

into the restaurant, grinning his show biz grin.

Percy has three facial expressions on the road: one is an almost comical 

clown smile he shows to people he can barely tolerate; another is the 

slightly hurt pout, a manipulative gesture that adults usually can’t pull 

off but Percy can; and the third is his show biz grin, smarmy, false and 

vacant that says, “I don’t want to be where I am. Let’s pitter patter.” I 

wait outside.
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Percy quickly pays Lofty his share of the box and comments on the lovely 

new decor, which includes a new pronghorn antelope head protruding from 

the wall above the main entrance.

“Killed it myself in Saskatchewan,” brags Lofty to anyone who’ll listen or 

even look up at the damn thing.

Percy makes a quick exit after giving Connie six free plays.

In the station wagon, Percy takes several deep breaths. He seems agitated 

about something.

“Are you okay, Percy?”

“Let me tell you a story, Jim.”

Percy twists the plastic lid and the cork off his Thermos and pours. I see 

the steam rising out of the cup as Percy takes a sip. His hand is a little shaky. 

The coffee smells yucky.

“Back when I was a boy, older than you by four or five years, I was 16 

or 17, those years are blurry for me, Jim, back then I couldn’t get along with 

my father. He beat me. He beat me hard. He didn’t beat any of his other 

six kids, just me, hard. The neighbour on the next farm over was Fokko 

Wilkett who had lost his wife and was raising his two kids by himself. He 

was a better farmer than my father and he hired me to be his hired man. He 

had a cabin on his property where I could live and be his hired man. That’s 

how I got away from my father and his beatings. I worked for Fokko for 

five years.”

Percy pauses, staring straight ahead then quickly turns and looks me in 

the eyes.

“Because he thought Fokko Wilkett stole his son from him, my father set 

out to destroy Fokko, which he eventually did, getting his land, his house, 

everything he owned, leaving Wilkett a broken, destitute man.”

I am utterly caught up in Percy’s story. Percy increases the drama.

“Fokko became an alcoholic and drinks himself into oblivion every day 

in Pitcairn’s, right over there.”

Percy points toward the rundown hotel.

“Fokko was there today at his usual table. While I was juking the box, the 
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Pitcairn bartender discovered Fokko had died in his chair, slumped over, his 

pants wet with piss and spilled beer.”

Percy’s face is creased with grief. I feel tears nearby.

“Oh Percy…” I’m not sure what to say. “I’m sorry your friend died.” 

That felt right.

“Thanks Jim. However…”

Something’s up.

“However,” continues Percy, “there is not a shred of truth to any of it. It 

is sheer, unadulterated bullshit.”

“Oh.” I feel insulted.

“So ask me why I did it. C’mon, Jim.”

“Yeah, okay, Percy, why did you do that, tell me a deliberate lie like that?”

“Was it a lie?”

“You said it was.”

“But you believed it. You wanted to believe it because it was well-told and 

felt sincere. Beware, Jim Crawford, there’s a whole world out there yearning 

to make you believe what it wants you to believe, not what is true or real but 

what it wants you to believe, what it thinks you should know. You will need 

all your stuff to deal with the future, all your stuff.”

Percy often creates these moments of vast confusion for me. I know he 

just said something important and probably correct but I can’t fathom it, yet 

I feel I will understand it someday soon.

“It’s all show biz these days, Jim, and that’s only going to get more intense 

as you get older. Watch out for that and think of old Percy spouting his rants 

when you’re 35 and living my words.”

Percy fires up the wagon, turns on CKY playing Mecca and we head toward 

Emok’s Bar and Grill in Flaxen, a Seeburg I’ve worked on before.

“This one’s an old friend of yours, Jim. Here are a dozen new records. 

Switch them as you wish. Keep it current, though.”

I’m always thrilled with Percy’s confidence in my judgement. “Right, 

Cap’n,” I say and grimace, as does Percy, who heads for the bar.

Mecca is one of the new tunes for the Emok Box as it’s called on Percy’s 
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master list, which he allowed me to see for the first time today. Quite an 

achievement to have so many jukeboxes spread across such a wide landscape 

of hick towns and hayseeds, the rural population, as city folk say.

Emok gets the same four records I just put in Lofty’s box plus two country 

and western oldies: I’ve Been Everywhere by Hank Snow and Understand Your 

Man by Johnny Cash. Quick check of sequencing and name tags, all correct. 

I’m done. I go to the men’s room and catch Percy’s eye. He’s seated at the bar 

laughing with Big Red, who I’ve met twice before.

When I come out of the can, Percy and Big Red are standing at the Seeburg 

pressing numbers. Understand Your Man rings out through the empty café.

“You remember Big Red?” Percy says to me.

“Hello, Big Red. Nice to see you again.”

“What a handsome young assistant you have, Percy.”

“He does excellent work for me.”

“I’m sure he does,” Big Red says, licking her lips and making them shiny 

red. I feel like I might be getting an erection so I laugh and say I’ll load the car.

As I carry the tool box and records out I glance at Percy. His back is toward 

me and Big Red has her hand on his bum and she’s squeezing really hard, so 

hard Percy jumps and squeals and makes some comment I can’t hear but which 

makes them both hoot with laughter. I wait in the car.

Percy revs up the wagon and we’re off to his latest acquisition, the box 

on the prime Highway 4 location of Bammer’s, a gas and grill stop about 45 

minutes west of Langwood.

“She’s the same Seeburg here as Burgen’s,” says Percy as we have a difficult 

time finding a parking spot.

The joint is jumpin’! Every table but one has a family seated at it. The aroma 

mixes French fries, coffee and something sweet, slightly burnt. It smells delicious. 

The Seeburg jukebox is rocking out Runaway by Del Shannon as two cute teenage 

girls hover over it. I smile at them and they smile back. One is sucking her long 

hair, which I think could give me an erection at another time and very likely will.

Bammer Christian comes over to us as soon as we enter and shakes Percy’s 

hand heartily.
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“Good to see you, Percy the jukebox man,” Bammer is grinning hugely.

“Likewise,” says Percy, who is wearing his clown smile. He doesn’t like 

Bammer, but that doesn’t matter right now. Percy is feeling good. “This is Jim 

Crawford, my excellent assistant,” he says.

Bammer shakes my hand hard and it hurts a bit. “Good to know you, Jim.”

I smile and shake my head. I glance back at the two girls. Now both of 

them are sucking on their long hair. I offer to get the records from the car.

“Let’s let the paying customers get their tunes then we’ll quickly upgrade 

the machine.”

Bammer is pleased with that.

“I’ll call you when it’s played out.”

We wait in the car. It’s a mild spring day. There is still freezing coming 

out of the ground. I can feel it as we drive past fields, fallow black, waiting to 

be ploughed and planted and reaped. I start to get an erection. How little it 

takes now.

“Jim, did you notice how I worded that last exchange?”

It’s a test. I try to remember the exact words. “You said update the machine.”

“No. I said upgrade the machine. There’s a difference. You always want 

them to think it’s getting better, so we upgrade them. What else?”

“Umm…” I’m stuck.

“Quickly upgrade the machine. Quickly so as not to take away from playing 

time and the dimes we live on. Put that together, it makes us look professional, 

which we are, but, being in show biz, we always have to keep proving that 

we’re professionals, that we’re not crooks. See?”

I see. The way Percy put those words together gives Bammer confidence 

that we know what we are doing, that we are professionals and will make him 

some money.

“If anybody can see how powerful those words are, it’s you, Jim Crawford. 

Someday you’ll be putting your own words together because you need to, 

because you must. You’ll be driven to write.”

“What will I write about?”

“Well, you’ll write about what happened, maybe even about this, about 



• 139 •

driving around with crazy old Percy Peel, putting silly records in silly machines. 

Maybe you’ll write about Langwood and the nutty club that lives there. You’ll 

write whatever you want to, and I have a feeling that people, lots of people, 

will read what you write. I hope so, anyway, because you are at the tipping 

point of developing a new voice, a fresh expression, a new view of the world.”

Bammer whistles from the front door of the service station.

Percy and I carry our equipment in and, in record time, switch nine 45s, 

do a cleaning, replace a belt, pocket $34.45 and leave six free plays for the staff.

In the parking lot the two girls from the jukebox are leaning against Percy’s 

wagon.

“Hey girls, watch the paint job,” Percy advises. They ignore him. One 

asks me my name. I tell her.

“I’m Pam and this is Ella.” Both giggle.

“Hi, Pam and Ella.”

Percy is putting the stuff in the car and clears his throat loudly.

“Gotta go, Pam and Ella.” I get in the wagon, Percy honks the horn and 

we’re off back down Highway 4 toward Langwood and home, but not before 

a stop in Stacy.

“Cute girls,” Percy says a mile down the road from Bammer’s as CKY 

plays Little Town Flirt by Del Shannon.

I’m still thinking about their hair. “Okay, Percy, here’s what happened: I 

saw two girls with long hair putting their own hair in their own mouths and 

that gave me a hard-on.”

“Everything gives you a hard-on. It’s the age you’re at, the hormones, the 

unpredictable hormones and the surprises they hold for you as you change 

from a caterpillar. My advice: try not to be a moth. Aim to be a butterfly. And 

live your life, Jim Crawford. Taste the hair of some girls.”

Taste the hair of some girls. I have so much to experience!

When we pull into Stacy we are the only vehicle parked along its main 

drag. Percy parks in front of Cora’s Dimple and Chop Suey House. A dense 

plume of dust blows past the station wagon, forming a small dust devil that 

dies in the overgrown ditch at the end of the street.
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An elderly lady, the only customer, sits alone in front of a mug of coffee in a 

booth as we walk in. Cora comes through swinging doors and smiles, all teeth.

“Herro, Pershee! Herro!”

“Hello, Cora. You remember Jim?”

Cora pauses “Rock a rorr Jimmy! Yes.”

I say firmly, “It’s just rock a roll Jim now, Cora. Nice to see you.”

I extend my hand to shake and she slides closer than necessary, grabs my 

hand, shakes it and puts it on her butt, all the while laughing and swaying back 

and forth. She’s making me feel her ass! She makes me slap her ass!!

“Rock a rorr Jim! Rock a rorr Jim!”

“What songs do you like these days, Cora?” I’m curious and hope it’s 

enough of a subject change to avoid an erection.

She starts to sway back and forth in a way that looks like physical thinking. 

She begins her Highland Fling thing, spinning around centred under her right 

thumb as it presses down on the top of her head then releases then presses 

then releases as she sings.

“He so fine, goo lang goo lang, he so fine goo lang goo lang. Hey hey 

prara, hey hey paua, rimbo rock, ever brother rimbo rock. Wark rike a man, 

wark, wark, wark rike a man.”

Cora’s dancing and singing is kind of crazy and I get uncomfortable. An 

erection crosses my mind again.

Meanwhile, Percy is servicing Cora’s jukebox. A little cleaning, 18 new 

records and a fistful of cash for both Cora and Percy results.

“Play this one,” I say to Cora. She presses E12.

From out of the shimmering silver aura of Cora’s box roars Shake a Tail 

Feather by the Five Du-Tones. It’s a great dance tune that I’ve nagged Percy to 

get and now is on six of his boxes. Cora loves it immediately and starts to twirl 

and hop, yelling rock a rorr, transforming the drab, rancid-smelling restaurant 

into a first-class cabaret with professional dancers, but only for a minute.

Percy and I load the car. We sit in the front seat and watch Cora dance inside 

the restaurant. She plays the song again and shakes her bum at us, knowing 

full well we are watching her. I have an erection.
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On the short drive to Langwood I need to tie up a loose end from the day’s 

escapade: “Why are jukeboxes female?”

Percy ponders my question a long time before answering.

“Jukeboxes are prostitutes. They provide a specific service at a specific 

price, the service has a duration and when it’s over, it’s over. The indifference 

of the prostitute is the same as the indifference of the jukebox. The jukebox 

doesn’t care who plays it or who hears it. It just does the work, provides the 

service. The jukebox is alluring, sucking you in with its lights and its shine, 

its treasures cast in vinyl, three for a quarter, a bargain that cannot be passed 

up. After the music ends, maybe you walk away satisfied, glowing. Maybe 

you walk away angry because the record skipped. Maybe you walk away sad 

because it ended and will end again and again no matter how many dimes you 

have. That’s why they’re female.”

“Is the Beauty Queen a prostitute?”

Percy lingers before finally saying, “Of the highest order, Jim.”

I have no idea how to respond so I don’t. I sense Percy understands my 

silence.

Before setting out today I typed up a short list of new songs Percy should 

try to get. The list consists of If You Want To Be Happy by Jimmy Soul, Surfin’ 

USA by the Beach Boys, Another Saturday Night by Sam Cooke and Two 

Faces Have I by Lou Christie. Percy is grateful for the list and the help today. 

He gives me a ten-dollar bill, twice our agreed price.

“You got a raise,” is all he says. I thank him.
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May 1963

When Mom and Dad go to Winnipeg today so Mom can start her radiation 

treatments, I get to stay with the Swedemans for the night. She’s going 

to be away for three weeks, so Dad and me will be batching it. Dad’ll visit her 

in Winnipeg on weekends and I might get to go one time.

“Tell me about the place you’re staying,” I say to Mom.

“It’s a big old three-storey house that looks like a castle, with a turret on 

one corner and battlements around the top. The first and second floors have 

wraparound verandahs where I’ll sip tea and watch birds in the garden below. 

It has a fireplace as tall as me and beautiful rocking chairs all around.”

I’m imagining Mom living in a castle with servants and tapestries on the 

walls, but it probably won’t be like that. It could be, though.

“Mrs. Pinch-Webb runs the house for people who have come to the city 

for radiation treatments. It’s a two-minute walk to the hospital where I get the 

treatments. Very handy.”

“Pinchweb. That’s a funny name,” I chuckle.

“It’s two words, Jimmy. Pinch hyphen Webb. Sounds funny, though.”

“What’s radiation?”

“It’s little X-rays that kill any cancer that might be left where my kidney was.”

“What makes the X-rays?”
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“Cobalt radiation. They put it right on the spot where the incision is and 

hold it there for long enough, then I go home for the day. It makes you tired, 

the doctors say.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“No, all the doctors say it’s routine now.”

Mom snaps the latches on the old black Packaway suitcase that contains 

her life for the next three weeks.

“I’ll carry that.” I lift the suitcase, which is heavier than I expected, struggle 

a bit but lug it to the side door.

“Thanks, Jimmy.” Mom kisses me on top of my head, takes my head firmly 

in both her hands, turns my face up toward hers and holds me in a loving stare.

“Be good to Dad while I’m away. Promise.”

“I promise. You get better, Mom.” I’m suddenly crying. I don’t want her 

to go. “I need you.”

“Those are the most beautiful words a mother can ever hear, her son saying 

he needs her. Say them again, Jimmy.”

I do through tears. “Good boy, my good boy.” She’s still holding me by the 

head and pulling me up toward her. I stop crying. I’m on tiptoes and surprised at 

how strong she is. She leans into my face and whispers, “I love you, son.”

“I love you, Mom,” I say quickly, hoping she’ll release her grip on my 

head, as my toes barely touch the floor. She doesn’t. I’m sweating.

“You’re hurting me, Mom,” I say quickly. It takes a few seconds to register. 

I dangle. I’m ready to rip her hands away just as she drops me and wipes her 

palms on her dress.

I land heavily on my feet, gasping some, sweating lots.

“I guess I’m a little tense about everything, Jimmy. You’re sweaty.”

Dad comes in the side door and easily picks up the old Packaway. “C’mon, 

Mother, time’s a-wastin’. I’ll be home Sunday afternoon, Jimmy.”

“See you then, Dad.”

“Jimmy. I meant to tell Hazel I was going in for the treatments but they’re 

away at a funeral in Alberta this week. Back today, I think. Could you call her 

this afternoon and tell her?”
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“Sure, Mom. Tell Hazel you’re away for three weeks of treatments. Will 

do.” I hug her around the waist.

“When are you going to the Swedemans’?”

“Clare said to come for supper, so maybe five.”

“Good. Be sure to thank them.”

Mom throws me a kiss and she’s out the door.

From the side door I watch them pull away. Dad smiles and waves. Mom 

is frantically searching in her purse, finds something and relaxes, her shoulders 

fall and she smiles and waves just as they turn down the street and away to 

the big city.

Midafternoon I remember to call Hazel Hanson about Mom. Wedge 

answers.

“Yeah?”

“Hi, Wedge, it’s Jim Crawford.”

“Hi, Jim. How’s it hanging?”

I’m not sure how to answer that since I don’t know what is hanging, so I 

say, “Great. My mom wanted me to call your mom to tell her…”

“They’re not back from the funeral yet. I think they’ll be late.”

“Oh. Can you tell her for me?”

“No, you better tell her. I’d get it wrong. She’ll be here tomorrow.”

Wedge’s voice sounds strange.

“You sound different. Are you okay?”

“Sorta.”

“Yeah…”

“I’m a little bruised today, Jim. I got into a dust-up with Howard Klame 

last night.”

“Klame! He’s a hundred pounds heavier than you!”

“I know. I thought he was drunker than he was. Broke my nose.”

“I’m coming over.”

I walk in the back door to the Hanson house and Wedge is sitting at 

the kitchen table smoking a Sweet Cap. I barely recognize him. His nose is 

enormous, weirdly twisted and completely red. Both his eyes are deep purple 
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and his lower lip is cracked open, revealing red meat. It smells of blood in the 

room.

“Wow, Wedge. Did you go to the hospital?”

“Naw. It’s not that bad.” He searches on his lip for a dry place to put the 

smoke for a drag.

“It’s bad. You’re not going to win any beauty contests for awhile, Wedge.” 

I chuckle. Wedge tries to laugh but it hurts and he grimaces instead. A drop of 

blood lands on his white t-shirt, and another and another.

“Your nose is bleeding.”

“Oh.” Wedge takes a few rounds from a roll of toilet paper and very gently 

holds it to his nose while leaning his head back. There is a sudden loud snap. 

Still holding his bleeding nose, Wedge slowly sits up and looks at his chest. 

A red stain is growing on his shirt and a jagged point tents the cloth. Gently, 

Wedge, moaning low, lifts his shirt. A sharp wedge of bone, one of his ribs, has 

broken and punctured his skin. A steady stream of blood flows away from the 

wound and soaks into his jeans. He stares at the bone for a moment, glances at 

me and passes out, falling back on the chair, bleeding from two places.

“Wedge! Wedge!” I’m shaking him but he just gets looser, flimsier. “Wedge! 

Wedge!” Looser. I think he is dying.

The Hansons’ telephone is in the hall. On the wall is a list of important 

phone numbers. Number 2 is ambulance. I call the number. It rings forever 

before someone answers.

“Are you reporting an emergency?” a man says.

“Yes. I think my friend is dying. He was beat up and…”

“Tell me where you’re located.”

“I’m at the Hanson house in Langwood and it’s Wedge Hanson who’s 

bleeding bad.”

“I know the house and someone is on the way now. Is Wedge breathing?”

“I’ll check.”

I put the receiver on the shelf and cautiously approach Wedge, who is still 

flopped out in the chair, his arms spread by his side. He is breathing.

“Yes, he’s breathing.”
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“You said he’s bleeding. Where is he bleeding?”

“His nose got broke in a fight last night, so it’s dripping pretty good. A few 

minutes ago a broken rib popped through his chest on his right side, not his heart 

side, and he looked at it and passed out. He’s still passed out. Not too much 

bleeding from his chest. He has two black eyes and a split lip that looks like liver.”

“That’s a very good description. You would make a good doctor,” the 

man says.

“My mom wants me to be a doctor.” I hear the siren and the windows are 

full of flashing red lights.

“Ambulance is here.”

“What’s your name, son?”

“Oh, yeah, Jim Crawford.”

“You’re sure it’s not Doctor Crawford?” The man chuckles a little. “Thanks, 

Jim Crawford.”

Suddenly there are two men are in the kitchen, one with a doctor’s bag, the 

other with a stretcher. They push me away from the action and I watch from 

the dining room as they carefully tend to Wedge. Within minutes they have 

him on the stretcher, load him into the ambulance and take off, siren wailing. 

Neighbours look out windows; a few stand in the street and point.

Alone in the Hanson kitchen, in their empty house that smells of blood, 

my friend possibly dying, his blood on the linoleum, parents all gone, I feel 

lost. The Hansons have a new bright-red plastic radio that sits on top of their 

fridge. I turn it on, dial in CKY and hear the fade out of You Really Got a Hold 

On Me. BJ the DJ does a commercial for the Red Top Drive-Inn and hits the 

fade beautifully on Da Do Ron Ron.

I clean up the blood from the floor and the table, wipe it off the chair and 

window sill and get as much out of the frilly kitchen curtains as I can with a 

cloth. I see the Hansons pull into the driveway and get out of the car. Old Mrs. 

Fields comes bustling out of the house next door and starts talking to them. 

I can tell by their expressions what she’s saying. The Hansons get back in the 

car and quickly drive away, leaving old lady Fields standing in the dust. CKY 

plays In Dreams by Roy Orbison.
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After Roy is the five o’clock news. No news. I switch off the radio and sit 

at the kitchen table. The fridge hums quietly. I think of little X-ray machines 

inside my mother where her kidney used to be, seeking out cancer and killing 

it somehow. I think of the crackly pop when Wedge’s rib broke and punctured 

him. I think of the magazines Wedge has under his mattress and the fact that 

the house is empty, but I somehow manage not to follow through. I realize 

I’m hungry. The Swedemans! I head home for my overnight stuff.

Dinner at the Swedemans’ is a first for me. It’s the first time I’ve ever had 

spaghetti with the sauce separate and large meatballs. At home we eat spaghetti 

out of a can with everything already mixed up, sometimes with meatballs that 

are the size of acorns. Clare’s spaghetti is much tastier, and spicy. And they 

put cheese on it, too.

“Is this how they cook spaghetti in Ireland?” I ask Clare. Everyone laughs 

but me.

“Jim, you are so cute sometimes,” purrs Clare in her soft accent that arouses 

me a little. I guess I’m blushing, or it could be the spicy meatballs.

After dinner, as Clare and Sean get ready to go out to a party, Park and 

me sit out on the back deck with the late April sun going down. I know his 

folks already have a low opinion of Wedge Hanson, so I only tell Park what 

happened earlier.

“How is he?”

“I don’t know. I want to call the Hansons, but not from your house, okay?”

“Sure, let’s go to your house.”

Park tells his folks we’re going for a bike ride and we set off, halfway 

across Langwood. It takes us less than two minutes. I call the Hansons. Jack 

Hanson answers.

“Hello, Mister Hanson, it’s Jim Crawford calling.”

“Oh, hi, Jimmy.”

“How is Wedge?”

“So it was you who called the ambulance just in time, the doctor says. You 

saved Reg’s life today, Jimmy.”

“I did?!”
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“The doctor said if you’d waited another ten minutes Reg likely would 

have bled to death. He had lost that much blood.”

“He’s going to be okay, then?”

“They did some patching up, his face is pretty battered, a couple of broke 

ribs, but he’ll be okay. They think he’ll be home in a week or so.”

“Oh, good. I was very scared. I didn’t know if he was dying or what.”

“Jimmy, you did exactly the right thing. Thank you. We owe you for that.”

“No, you don’t owe me anything. Wedge is my friend.”

“Hazel wants to talk to you.”

“Hello?”

“Hi, Mrs. Hanson.”

“Thank you for what you did. You are a very smart boy, a very special 

person, Jim Crawford.”

She called me Jim. “You are welcome. I called your place to tell you Mom 

and Dad went to Winnipeg today so she can start her three weeks of treatments. 

Mom asked me to call you since she forgot.”

“I thought this was when she went in. I hope it goes well.”

“So Wedge is really going to be okay?”

“Reginald is a tough character and he gets what he asks for when he gets 

scrappy. A lesson learned, I hope, but I doubt it. He’ll be fine.”

“Tell him to get well soon when you see him, okay?”

“Sure, but you can go up to the hospital to see him yourself.”

“Can I?”

“Sure. Tell your dad first. Get his okay. Did Reginald tell you who beat 

him up? He won’t tell us.”

“Yeah. It was…”

“Who was it, Jimmy?”

She called me Jimmy. “I can’t tell you. Wedge will have to tell you. Goodbye.”

I hang up the phone quickly and sit on the little stool connected to the 

phone table. I expect the phone to ring any minute, for Hazel to call back, 

but she doesn’t.

“So how is he?”
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I’m startled because I’d forgotten Park was in the house. He can be so 

quiet sometimes.

“He’s busted up bad but they patched him up, says his old man. He’ll be home 

in a week. His mother wanted me to tell her who beat him up but I wouldn’t.”

“Good for you, Jim. Be a friend.”

“The doctor said if he’d waited ten more minutes Wedge would have bled 

to death. Mister Hanson said I saved Wedge’s life.”

“Wow! You’re a hero.”

“Don’t tell anyone, please.”

“Why not? It’s good news!”

“No. Be a friend, Park.”

Park looks sheepish, bows his head and nods.

“Always.”

“I’ve decided what I want to be when I grow up.”

“Let me guess. Stuntman?”

“Cold.”

“Window washer.”

“Colder.”

“Oh, I know. Doctor.”

“Coldest yet.”

“I’m not guessing any more, then. Tell me.”

“A disc jockey on the radio.”

A small smile appeared on Park’s lips. “That makes perfect sense! Of 

course. You’ve picked the absolute correct occupation for yourself. I will 

listen to you all day.”

I try a deep radio voice. “This is Jim Crawford on 590, the mighty mighty 

Big Sound. Number One last week, Number One again, it’s Little Peggy. Now 

March. And I hit the fade perfectly.”

“Of course you do. Have you told your folks yet?”

“Not yet.”

“Well, don’t let them lead you away from what is so obviously your calling. 

Stick to it.”
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“I will. What about you, Park? Any clues to your calling?”

“Tinker, tailor. Nothing yet. Even Dirk has half a future planned for himself.”

“Really? That’s news to me. What’s Dirk’s plan?”

“To become an alcoholic.” We both laugh heartily until we realize the 

underlying truth to the prediction. “The family footsteps, his legacy. Dirk told 

me his Uncle Tony says that ‘drunk is better than dead.’”

“Dirk comes from a long line of drunks, according to Mom. Even when 

she lived near here as a girl, the Stabalskis had a bad reputation for booze.”

Dad okays a short evening visit to Wedge in the Langwood Hospital. He’s 

in the same room I was in with my pneumonia in January. An elderly man 

snores loudly in the room’s other bed.

I can almost see Wedge’s features again in among the puffiness, blotches 

and stitches. He appears to be asleep.

“Wedge,” I whisper. “Wedge, are you awake?”

Suddenly his hand is tight on my arm. “I am now, you little bugger.” Wedge 

opens his bloodshot eyes and grins at me, his mouth misshapen by the stitches 

under his lip. He laughs some, but grips his chest in pain.

“Don’t make me laugh, Jim, okay?”

“No laughing. Got it.”

Wedge loosens his grip on my arm and seats me on the bed next to him.

“The doctor told me that if I had bled for a few more minutes I wouldn’t 

be here today. You saved my life, Jim. You did.”

I’m shaking my head.

“You did. Look at me.”

I look at Wedge’s healing but still ghastly face. “I’ll do anything for you, 

Jim Crawford. All you have to do is ask. Anything. Anything!”

“Okay. I’m just glad you’re feeling better and on the road to recovery. 

Your mom wanted me to tell her who beat you up, but I didn’t. I couldn’t.”

Wedge’s bloodshot stare, his gaping mouth and the tear cascading over his 

swollen cheek say everything that needs to be said.

“You are welcome, Wedge Hanson. I will save your life anytime, anywhere!” 

Wedge and me laugh. It hurts him.
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June 1963

“It’s kid stuff.”

“What do you mean it’s kid stuff?”

“It’s all little kids there.”

“Oh, Mister Big Shot! Teenager now, too good for camp!”

Dirk and his parents, Bill and Gloria, are discussing him attending summer 

camp again this year. Bill isn’t buying Dirk’s argument.

“I thought you liked the campfires.”

“That’s the best part, but everything else is boring.”

“How can camp be boring?” Bill’s face is turning red.

“There are no girls, only boys. It’s boring.”

“We don’t send you to camp to fuck girls.”

Crossing herself helps Gloria atone for the horrible word her husband 

just said.

Bill Stabalski doesn’t take guff from his son, or anybody else for that matter. 

Bill’s a big man, heavyset, broad everywhere, short-fused, violent and sporting 

a beer gut that looks like it’s just starting to become uncomfortable. Gloria, 

Bill’s wife of 20 years, used to be Gloria Karpash, whose mother, father and 

two younger brothers all died when their farmhouse caught fire. She married 

Bill shortly thereafter, bore him two children and has since let the church be 
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her saviour and sanctuary from the tumult in her house. Gloria’s left eye is lazy.

“We send you to camp because…” Bill’s not sure. “Mother, tell him why 

we send him to camp.”

“So you can meet new people of all kinds, make new friends and broaden 

your horizons while loving Jesus.”

“There! To broaden your new horizons while loving Jesus. That’s why 

you go to camp. And we also send you to camp to make you into a man like 

me and Uncle Tony. You are going to camp for three weeks this summer. End 

of story.” Bill walks away.

Dirk’s shoulders slump, his mother gives him a sympathetic look and a 

shrug. Dirk needs a friend.

Saturday is hot and clear, the blue dome comforting overhead. Park has 

come down with a flu bug and Clare is keeping him in bed so it’s Dirk and 

me, footloose and fancy-free in the big little town of Langwood. As Dirk and 

me walk to the park by the lake I feel like I’m inhaling part of the blueness 

above us every time I breathe. I’ve had this feeling before. It makes me feel 

floaty and happy. It doesn’t last long but it feels remarkably good.

We sit on the edge of the ridge overlooking Calliper Lake, strip off our 

t-shirts and enjoy the sun on our bare skin. I lay back in the prickly grass, 

squinting away the brightness of the day.

“So did you have…”

“I got some stuff to…”

Colliding conversations.

“You go,” I say.

Dirk takes his time. “I had a fight with my parents about the church camp. 

I don’t want to go, but…”

“Camp Don’tmakemegoback?” I chuckle.

“Yeah. Dad says I’m going no matter what. Mom agrees, I guess.”

“It’s your family vacation from each other. I thought you liked that.”

“That’s the best part. That and the campfires. Don’t get me wrong. But…”

Cut to the chase. “Is it your scar?”

Dirk’s face reddens closer to the shade of his scar.
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“They called me Scarface last year which I thought was, as Park would say, 

cool at the start, but that didn’t last. I know what they meant.”

“I will never call you that, okay?”

“Thank you, Jim.”

It’s the first time Dirk has ever called me Jim.

Off down the lake we can hear a motorboat putt-putting.

“Freezer Clement got a new Mercury 70-horsepower motor for his boat 

and built a dock down by the lake at his farm there. Dad helped him build the 

pier. It fell apart in the first windstorm that came in from the north and they 

found it washed up in pieces at the dam at the south end of the lake. My dad 

can’t build worth a shit,” Dirk says.

Freezer’s motorboat sounds like a buzzing fly, humming in harmony with 

the flies that buzz around us in the grass.

“There’s more,” Dirk suddenly says.

“More what?”

“More about summer camp.”

“Okay.”

“One of the priests who are counsellors at the camp touched me the last 

two summers I was there.”

“Touched you?”

Dirk and me sit up and look at each other. His face and his scar are the 

same colour now.

“Yeah. Touched me here.” Dirk puts his hand on his crotch and rubs. I 

stare at his hand pressing against his jeans, pondering the meaning of the act.

“Why did he touch you?”

“I don’t know.”

“When did he do this?”

“The first time was two years ago when the boys were in the swimming 

hole and the counsellors were teaching us how to swim. I don’t know how 

to swim.”

“Neither do I. We must be from Calliper Lake. Go on.”

“This one priest, Father Brian, was keeping me afloat while I splashed around 
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thinking I was swimming. I realized that Father Brian had his hand inside my bathing 

suit and was feeling me up under the water, laughing, looking me in the eyes above 

the water. I didn’t know what to do so I laughed with him and kept on swimming and 

he kept his hands around my cock and balls. I suddenly got a hard-on that surprised 

both of us. It was my first one. Father Brian jerked me off under the water.”

“A priest gave you your first hard-on?” I think of Barbara Lynn.

“That was the third day I was at camp. He did that just about every day I was 

there. At night he would come into our bunkhouse and crouch down next to me 

whispering, ‘Pretend you’re asleep. Pretend this is a dream.’ And he would get 

me an erection and pull and jerk until the come juice squirted out. Then he…”

I can tell Dirk has reached a confessional turning point in his life, his guilty, 

sinful Catholic life. He takes a deep breath and whispers, “He put my cock in 

his mouth and sucked on it, licking up my come juice and whispering, ‘Pretend 

this is a dream. Pretend this is a dream.’”

Suddenly I feel nauseous at the thought of the priest putting Dirk’s cock 

in his mouth, not just at the priest but at the whole idea. I am revolted. It has 

never occurred to me before that there could be some benefit from putting a 

cock in your mouth. Or eating come. That’s gross, too.

“Yuck. Putting a cock in your mouth! Yuck, Dirk!”

“Jim…”

“What?”

“It felt great.”

“What felt great?”

“Having my cock in his mouth. His tongue rubbed underneath and the 

sliding in and out, it was…”

“It’s called a BJ, kiddies.”

Dirk and me are startled by the sudden loud and near comment. We turn and 

squint into the sun. Wedge Hanson stands above us. Sunrays burst behind his 

smiling face and around his shirtless body. A Sweet Cap Plain hangs off his lip.

“Can I join you boys?” Wedge wedges himself in between Dirk and me 

without waiting for a reply and puts his arms around both our shoulders, 

holding us in place. He smells of Sunlight soap and cigarettes.
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Wedge’s face healed pretty good after being beaten up. He has a pink scar 

across his chin and another small one on his left eyebrow. Otherwise it’s the 

same old Wedge Hanson face.

“Hi, Wedge. A BJ, is that what you said?” My curiosity is on full.

“Sounds like you boys are ready for your next lesson.” Wedge laughs. 

He laughs like his father, a smirk that huffs a little, derisive and, when drunk, 

scary, murderous. “When a girl puts her mouth over your cock and moves it 

up and down, that’s what’s called a BJ.”

“What does BJ stand for?” I’m spelling.

“It means blow job. BJ, blow job, get it?”

“I get it, but why is it called a blow job?” I ask.

I get Wedge’s usual response when he doesn’t know the answer: “Why not?”

I nod.

“You’ve heard of cocksuckers? Yeah, sure. Now you know what it means, 

kinda.”

“Sounds yucky, Wedge. What’s so great about it?” Still curious.

His father’s laugh. “You’ll know after your first one. I’ll let that be a 

surprise for both of you.”

Seemingly he can’t resist. Dirk says, “Is it still called a blow job if a man 

puts your cock in his mouth?”

Two thought beats for Wedge. “Yeah, sure. Gotta call it something, right? 

Girl or boy, gotta call it something.”

We all agree, nodding into quietness.

The popcorn clouds drifting in the blueness above mark time for three 

shirtless figures on a ridge overlooking a blue lake on a Langwood afternoon, 

contemplating their respective experience, or lack of, with blow jobs.

“Yahtzee night tonight, Jim. Be there or be square.” Wedge releases his 

arms from around our shoulders and stands. I relax, realizing how tightly he 

was holding me.

“Don’t take any wooden nickels, boys.” He laughs, his father’s laugh, as 

he lights a smoke walking away.

“See ya, Wedge.”
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My curiosity is still running wild. “So, Dirk, you know from the priest, 

how does a BJ feel?”

“There’s more.”

“Even!” I await.

“I didn’t tell you about last summer yet. Father Brian was back at the camp. 

He was friendly but didn’t bother me at night. Later in the first week, Father 

Brian and I took a canoe out into the lake, paddled around and stopped and 

floated in a cove. He says, ‘Let’s take off our clothes.’ It’s a hot afternoon so he 

slips off his shorts which is all he’s wearing and I slip out of my t-shirt and shorts. 

He pushes me down in the canoe and gives me a blow job. It felt great, Jim, I 

have to tell ya. He plays with my balls and something else. He says, ‘This is the 

same dream as last year but with something new.’ He pulls me toward him, says, 

‘Open your mouth,’ and he pushes his cock into my mouth. ‘No teeth,’ he says. 

His cock tasted real funny, not good. He kept pushing my head back and forth 

on his cock. I was gagging and maybe puked a little but he kept on. ‘This is the 

other part of the dream, Dirk.’ After a few minutes Father Brian groans loud 

and long, pulls me off him and comes on my face and hair. Some drips onto my 

chest. He’s gasping and his face and shoulders are very red. Then he pushes me 

back down and gives me another blow job. This time my come sprays all over 

my chest. ‘You’re a good boy, Dirk,’ he says, licking my come off his fingers.”

I’ve been enthralled and a little horrified by Dirk’s story. He has my full 

attention.

“The last thing Father Brian says to me when I’m going home last year is, 

‘Look forward to new adventures next year, good boy.’ I don’t know what he 

wants to do, but last year he put his fingers in my bum hole a couple of times. 

I didn’t like that at all.”

I know it isn’t right for a priest to put his fingers in your bum hole and 

Dirk knows it too, but for both of us it’s a vague sin, mysterious, unexplained, 

beyond reason. In our green hearts it makes no sense, like most of what the 

priest did to Dirk.

“I don’t want to go back there, Jim, and I don’t know what else to do to 

get out of it. I could run away.”
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“Run away? To where?”

“Ummm…”

“They’d find you and you’d be in even bigger trouble.”

“That’s right. I would be. I could kill myself.”

“Don’t do that. Promise me, please, Dirk, you won’t do that.”

“I promise I won’t. I couldn’t do it anyway. I’ll run away.”

“Is there anybody in Langwood you could tell who would understand 

and help you?”

Dirk hangs his shaking head. “You.”
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July 1963

Park and me breeze through Grade 7 exams and come within a half a 

percentage of each other in marks, with Park on top this year. Last year I 

was ahead by half a point. We’ve seesawed back and forth like that since Grade 

3. All our parents are very proud of us.

Today, July 2, 1963, my best friend Park Swedeman turns fourteen.

As I promised him, my gift is a float at Burgen’s and six free plays on 

the jukebox. The prairie in early July is aromatic with the settlings of early 

summer as we lean our bikes against the wall and walk into the Coffee Stop. 

The jukebox is playing Stranger on the Shore. The air conditioner in the wall 

is barely keeping ahead of the heat. An older couple with a cute teenage girl, 

strangers, sit in a booth fanning themselves as their Cokes sweat. Park and 

me park ourselves in the booth closest to the jukebox with a view out the 

big window. The red sparkly vinyl seats sick to our bare legs.

“Here’s the first part of your birthday gift.” I pull three flat brown slugs the 

size of quarters from my pocket and slide them across the Arborite table to Park.

“Huh?” Park says.

“Wooden nickels. They’re the slugs that Percy uses to test boxes. Each 

one is good for two plays. He gave me some and said, ‘Impress your friends.’ 

Are you impressed?”
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Park is impressed. I feel like I’m in show business. He picks up the slugs 

and pores over the jukebox, carefully making selections. He and Maryann 

arrive at the table at the same time.

“Hello, boys.”

“Hi, Maryann. It’s Park’s birthday today and I’m treating him.”

“Happy Birthday, Park. How old are you today?”

“Fourteen.”

“Almost a man.” Maryann giggles.

“I guess,” says Park.

“What’ll you have?”

“I’ll have a Stubby orange float, please. Not Crush, Stubby for sure.”

“Stubby it is. And you, Jim?”

“Wynola float, please.”

“Coming up.”

The first of Park’s songs comes on the jukebox: the Dovells’ You Can’t 

Sit Down.

“What are you getting for your birthday?”

“Beats me. Did you give them any suggestions?”

“Not I. It’s up to them.”

Park groans. “We’ll see.”

“Surf music is starting to get on my nerves.”

“We’re missing one essential ingredient to make it relevant: water, oceans 

of it. I like the harmonies of Jan and Dean, though.”

“They’ve started to sing about cars now.”

Maryann brings the floats on a round tray along with two pieces of chocolate 

cake.

“The cake’s your birthday gift from the kitchen and your floats are on me. 

Happy Birthday, Park.”

Park blushes with surprise and smiling gratitude. I like watching him catch 

up with surprises, how he adapts so quickly, skilfully.

“Thank you, Maryann, and thanks to the kitchen.” Park leans over and waves 

to Ruby in the kitchen, who smiles and swings a blue tea towel around her head.
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“You’re welcome, Park. You’re good guys, probably the best guys I know, 

maybe even the best guys in all of Langwood.”

I think I’m blushing. Park is for sure.

“We were just talking about surf music. There’s two songs by the Beach Boys 

and Jan and Dean on the Seeburg. Do they get much play here?” Park asks.

“Not much. Mostly guys play them,” says Maryann.

Just as the Dovells are wrapping up, the door between the Coffee Stop 

and the garage opens, its bell chiming. Everyone looks toward the door as Jack 

Burgen steps into his restaurant, silver hair slicked back along the slides of his 

head, face plastered with a smile that would make a baby envious, the ivory 

snaps on his cowboy shirt glinting, the diamonds in his bolo tie shyly screaming.

Jack returns everyone’s gaze, and his settles on the middle-aged woman, a 

stranger, in the booth. His smile holds her attention as he stops at the Seeburg, 

presses D4 and Sarah Vaughan begins to sing. Jack walks toward the woman, 

who is still held in his thrall, takes her by the hand, whispers “I’ll lead” in her 

ear and cradles her in his powerful mastery. Together they do turns and spins 

around the restaurant, between the curves of the counter and the angles of the 

booths as Sarah wails from the box.

Until now I thought it was just BS that Jack Burgen sometimes grabs a 

stranger and dances her around the place to Sarah Vaughan’s Broken Hearted 

Melody but it’s true! It is happening before my eyes, our eyes.

“You didn’t say there’d be a floor show,” says Park, laughing, as Jack and 

the strange woman, who is enjoying the dance greatly, sashay about. The man 

in the booth smiles tightly, the teenage girl giggles, amused. I see Maryann in 

the kitchen doorway watching the dance; she looks sad. Sarah fades out just 

as Jack returns the woman to her seat in the booth.

“Thank you, kind lady, for indulging an old man. My name is Jack Burgen. 

This is my shop. Your meals are on me today. Wherever your journey takes 

you, may every mile be a safe and pleasant mile.”

The strangers are smiley and grateful, like strangers are. Green Onions 

starts on the Seeburg as the door chime announces Jack’s departure.

We’re finishing the cake when Maryann comes over.
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“How’s the cake, boys?”

“Yummy yummy,” says Park.

“You have icing around your mouth,” I tell Park.

“So do you.” We both laugh and reach for napkins.

“You can thank your dad for a great floor show,” Park says to Maryann.

Maryann’s sadness returns. “Has he ever danced you around here like 

that?” I ask her.

She shakes her head. “He says he only dances with pretty girls.”

Big Girls Don’t Cry pipes up on the Seeburg as Park and me suck up the 

last remnants of our floats. Maryann goes to the till where the middle-aged 

couple and teenage girl are standing.

“We’d really like to pay for our food even though the man, Jack, said it was 

on the house. It doesn’t seem right.” The man has a ten-dollar bill in his hand.

“Oh, that’s very nice of you folks, but he’s my dad and he gets everything he 

wants in this town. Today, that includes thanking you for the dance by not charging 

you for your meals. His treat. That’s just how it goes here in Langwood.”

As the couple listen to Maryann I watch their faces. They change from 

listening to her to feeling sorry for her because of how she looks after they’ve 

studied her face. I’ve seen people do this before in the Coffee Stop.

“Well…”

“Make an old man happy, okay?” Maryann arches her eyebrows which 

makes the woman draw back a little and the teenage girl titter. It’s not one of 

Maryann’s better expressions.

“Okay,” the man finally says.

“Where you folks from?”

Suddenly they need to get away from Maryann, the Coffee Stop, Burgen’s, 

away and let the road wash them clean.

“From New Brunswick,” the girl turns and says as they leave.

“Happy trails,” Maryann smiles and waves them goodbye.

“New Brunswick, New Brunswick,” Maryann says softly to herself as she 

walks to their table. They have piled the dirty dishes neatly and left a dime sitting on 

a nickel as a tip. Dropping the tip into her apron pocket, Maryann clears the table.
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One Fine Day by the Chiffons spins on the box.

“This is the Number One song on CKY this week. Seems like a good song 

to turn into a teenager to,” says Park. I nod in agreement.

Four of Park’s songs have played. Two to go. Between songs the bell hose 

chimes dimly in the garage. Maryann stands in the big front window watching 

the traffic, humming along with the Chiffons.

A puke-green half-ton pulls up, sputters and parks in front of the Coffee 

Stop. Maryann turns away from the window quickly. A minute later Roy 

Buckley lumbers in the door. Maryann busies herself in the kitchen. Since there 

are no other customers, Roy comes over to our table.

“Hello, sprouts,” he says, making guns with his thumb and first finger and 

waving them toward us.

Roy Buckley is scrawny and bowlegged, wears dirty jeans, a stained blue 

cowboy shirt with snaps instead of buttons, cowboy boots the colour of cowshit 

and an old Stetson that looks mouldy. His face, which other kids probably call 

a horse face, is lined with wrinkles and is various shades of red. He has thick 

red lines on his cheeks and his nose bulges with red blotches. His hands are 

swollen and have the same red lines his cheeks have. Even his chest where his 

shirt is open is bright red and streaky. He’s almost a fountain of blood. He’s 

wobbly, mostly loaded.

Roy Buckley has a farm about two miles south of town where the weeds 

are taller than the cattle, where there is more shit smell than oxygen and where 

even the rats won’t go, or so Dad says. Roy’s lots older than Dad, probably 

at least 60.

“Push over,” Roy says, sliding into the booth next to me. “Jimmy, your 

dad’s a good man.” He tousles my brushcut. His breath smells so bad it makes 

me squint and his shirt has a strange chemical smell mixed with something and 

manure. I slide away from him.

“Yer that Swedeman kid, right?” Buckley talks in a crackly broken-china 

voice.

“Right,” says Park.

“Clark?”
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“Park.”

“Spark?”

“No, just Park.”

“I’m gonna call you Sparky from now on.” Roy nods and grins weirdly.

He reaches into his shirt pocket and pulls out a small mother-of-pearl 

case which he pops open. Six roll-yer-owns wait inside. Roy deftly takes a 

cigarette, flips it once and it lands on his bottom lip which is just wet enough 

to hold it there. From his pants pocket he pulls a Zippo lighter with a small 

oval black and white picture of a stern old woman dressed in black on it. She 

is scowling. The two-part open and ignite sounds happen, the pause to light, 

then the closing snap. He sets the lighter on the table. Roy’s first good draw 

on the fag makes his eyes go glassy. His head goes back, lolls. The exhale cloud 

is faint. He soaked up all that smoke!

“That’s a nice lighter, Mister Buckley,” Park says.

“My mother gave me that lighter, sprouts. That’s her in the picture. She 

said to always think of her when I light my smokes, and I do, every time, never 

missed a time.”

Roy holds up the lighter to our faces, making sure we see his mother. When 

we’ve stared at her long enough, Roy kisses her picture. The kiss goes on a 

little too long and Park and me start to laugh.

“She’s the only woman I ever loved. The only woman. The only woman.”

It seems to me Roy might start to cry, but he doesn’t. Instead Roy puts the 

lighter back in his pocket and, with the half an index finger remaining on his 

right hand, tilts back his dirty Stetson with the sweat stains and white mould 

around the band.

Maryann walks up to our booth. I can tell she doesn’t want to be here 

right now.

“Well, hello, bootiful!” Roy laughs loudly and looks to us for response, 

gets none. “How are ya, bootiful?” No response.

“What can I get ya, Mister Buckley?”

“How about a smile, derlin’.” Buckley tries to grab Maryann’s bum, but she 

steps away. He fumbles in midair nearly out of balance, recovering but not enough 
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to stop him from crashing out of the booth onto the linoleum floor, his cowboy 

hat spinning away, his shit-covered cowboy boots waving in midair at the ends 

of his bow legs, swear words flying. Park and me can barely keep from laughing.

I whisper to Park, “Act Two of the floor show, just for your birthday.”

“This is the best!” Park says.

Maryann hears us and laughs as she tries to right Roy. Easier Said Than 

Done by The Essex starts to play. We look face to face to face and share a 

knowing moment. Laughter erupts again.

“Perfect soundtrack to your birthday, Park.”

With Roy mostly righted, his Stetson awry on his head, his eyes slightly 

crossed, Maryann brings a cup and saucer, puts them in front of the old guy 

and pours black coffee that has a rainbow oil slick on the surface and little 

clouds of steam rising out of the cup.

“Thanks, derlin’.” Roy can’t muster a grab this time. Instead he unsteadily 

lifts the cup to his lips and takes a big sip of the steaming coffee. It has to 

be burning his lips and tongue, but he never notices, smacking his lips with 

satisfaction followed by an unsettling grin. Roy stares at Park and me, giving 

us a good looking-over, and nods his head.

“You boys oughta come out to the farm someday. Bike out. It ain’t far. I’ll 

show ya a thing or two.”

“Thanks, Mister Buckley. Maybe we will,” Park says. Roy grins weird again.

Buckley finishes his coffee in two more gulps. “Well, day’s a-wastin’,” he 

says, making his first attempt to stand up. The second through seventh attempts 

fail. On the eighth I give him an arm up and he finds vertical. “Can you boys 

lend me your strong arms so I can get to my truck?”

We each take an arm and get him out the door. He doesn’t pay for the 

coffee. As we go through the door I glance back. Maryann stands with her 

hands on her hips, shaking her head and smiling.

As soon as we leave the café there is a horrible stench in the air. Buckley 

doesn’t seem to notice it, but Park and I do. We get the old geezer into his 

truck next to Queenie. “Thanks boys. I appreciate your muscle. Come out to 

the farm and see me sometime. No need to call first.”
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Buckley slams the door of the tinny truck, fires it up, grinds it into gear and slowly 

makes a wide arc in the parking lot. In the back window of the truck we see Buckley 

in his filthy cowboy hat with Queenie right up next to him like they’re sweethearts.

Queenie was, and still is to some degree, Roy’s beloved Afghan hound dog, 

a good-sized dog with long silky golden fur and long silky ears. Buckley got 

the dog two days after his mother died and doted on the animal daily, groomed 

her, tended her like a queen. Man and dog were inseparable for the ensuing 13 

years until Queenie died, too.

Buckley had Queenie stuffed in a seated pose by the best taxidermist in 

Canada. Some say he paid more to the dog stuffer than to the undertaker when 

his mother died. Even after death, Queenie is still a regular companion for Roy. 

He attached her to the middle of the seat in the half-ton, right where she used to 

sit when she was alive. As they drive away with the windows open, Queenie’s 

long fur blows back and forth just like a woman’s hair. Park and me almost 

piss ourselves laughing whenever we see The Royal Family, as folks call them.

Later at supper I tell Mom and Dad I ran into Roy Buckley. They get 

very curious about what he said. I don’t tell them he was drunk. I tell them he 

invited Park and me out to his farm.

My newly mellow mom isn’t so mellow as she slams down her cutlery next 

to her plate and slowly turns toward Dad, her head slightly tilted, which turns 

her into a question mark. Her silent stare is the equivalent of a fire alarm being 

pulled in slow motion. Until he speaks, Dad’s response is in slow motion as 

he raises his right hand and shakes his finger at me.

“NEVER GO TO BUCKLEY’S FARM! THAT’S AN ORDER! NEVER 

GO TO BUCKLEY’S FARM! DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME?”

Dad is roaring. I am cowed.

“Okay.” I am meek, obedient.

“And tell Park never to go there. Tell all your friends never to go there.”

“I promise I will never go to Roy Buckley’s farm.” They both nod. “Why 

not?” I add.

Mom puts her hand up and stops Dad. She looks me in the eye, her kindness 

spilling over. “Because he’s not very clean, son, he’s not very clean.” Her tone 
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and her gentle enthralling gaze utterly answer my question. I remember how 

awful Buckley smelled at the Coffee Stop.

“Okay. I promise.” That’s final. We all know it.

Dad’s asleep on the couch, Mom’s doing the dishes and I’m in my room, 

almost through Goldfinger, the James Bond book from Mom’s book club, 

when the phone rings.

“It’s Park,” Mom says.

“Hi, buddy.”

Park is very excited. “I got a transistor radio! It’s like yours but a little 

bigger. I’ve never heard of the company. Sony. S-O-N-Y.”

“That’s great! Never heard of Sony either.”

“Sounds good with or without the earphone. The true test will be WLS 

Chicago tonight. I also got a new pair of skates, and my Grandma Larson in 

Ireland sent me ten pounds.”

“Ten pounds of what?” I ask.

“Ten pounds, money, British money.”

“Oh, yeah. I wonder what that’s worth in Canadian dollars?”

“Dad and me will take it to the bank tomorrow and find out. I’m having 

a great birthday. Thanks for taking me to the Coffee Stop floor show, Jim. 

You’re the best friend I could have.”

“Aw, Park. I feel the same about you.”

“I told my folks we saw Buckley today and said he invited you and me to go to 

his farm. They went nuts! Forbidding me to go there, to tell you never to go there.”

Park can speak freely because of where their phone is located. I can’t, 

because Mom and Dad are right here with me. “Same here,” I manage.

“Really?”

“Exactly,” I offer. “See you tomorrow. Glad you had a great birthday.”

Still appearing to be sound asleep, Dad’s turns his slight snore into a 

question. “So the Swedemans told Park the same thing about Buckley as we 

told you, right?” Dad turns awkwardly and looks up at me from the couch.

“They did.”

Dad sits up on the couch and pats the cushion next to him, beckoning with 
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his head. I sit down next to him as Mom comes from the kitchen, drying her 

hands on a tea towel with parrots on it. She sits down in her easy chair.

He puts his arm over my shoulder and I feel in his tender embrace a familiar 

combination: strength and love.

“I’ve been to Buckley’s farm, Jimmy. I delivered fuel to him when he still 

had half a head for farming. That was years ago. Buckley’s not well in the 

brain now. He’s sick. He does things he doesn’t know he’s doing. His farm is a 

wreck. Weeds everywhere, no order, the barn hasn’t been cleaned in years and 

he still has a few old Herefords out there. His house is worse than his barn. I 

wouldn’t keep wild animals in his house let alone tame ones.”

I’m listening seriously, but my imagination starts running wild with visions 

of Roy Buckley’s house unsuited even for wild beasts. Usually with imagination 

I get a blast of curiosity, but not this time. I’m completely happy to let my 

imaginings of Buckley’s farm be enough. I feel very wise.

“Some say he killed his mother and buried her in the back yard,” Mom 

adds, nodding and shaking her head at the same time.

“Some say. Some say. Some say the earth is flat,” says Dad unpleasantly, 

glaring at Mom.

“I won’t ever go to Buckley’s farm, cross my heart.”

“And don’t ever get in his truck,” Mom continues. “His mother was a 

nurse and some say he uses leftover ether to put people under in his truck and 

does God knows what to them at the farm.”

“Okay, Mary, that’s enough now. Jimmy understands, don’tcha, boy?”

I look them both in the eye and say, “I do.”

“My big boy.” Dad hugs me close and runs his bristly cheek across mine. 

He’s always done that as long as I can remember. His warm bristly face on 

mine is one of my earliest memories.

“Our big man,” Mom embellishes. I decide this is the moment.

“Your big man needs his proper name. Please call me Jim instead of Jimmy. Please.”

They both start to laugh. I scowl.

“No, no, Jim,” Mom assures me. “We’ve been wondering when you’d 

become just Jim. Today’s the day! A red letter day!”
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“We’re proud of you, Jim.” Dad bristles me again. “Almost a man. How 

did that happen, Mary? Does that mean we’re old?”

“We’re on the road to old, John, but look at the boy we made. He’s special. 

We’ve often talked about how special he is.”

“You have?” I’m caught off guard, thus very curious. Mom pulls herself 

out of her easy chair and comes to the couch.

“Squish down.” Dad and I slide down and she sits down beside me.

“Of course we have, son, because it’s true,” says Mom. “What book are 

you reading now?”

“I’m just about finished Goldfinger, the James Bond book.”

“Do you understand it?”

“I think so, but you helped me out a couple of times.”

“Tell us a short summary of the story,” challenges Mom.

I give them a quick overview of the book as I see it, naming the main 

characters and what’s happened to them so far.

“You’re the reader, Mary. Is Jim right?” Dad asks.

“He got it. Our big man! Reading at a Grade 11 level, comprehending at 

a Grade 9 level and not even fourteen. You’re special, Jim, special. We raised 

a smart person who will be a good person as well.”

Nestled between my parents on the brown couch under the large painting 

of mountains with snow on them, sensing their absolute love, I decide to seize 

the moment, again.

“I’ve decided what I want to be when I grow up.”

Mom is beaming. “Oh, and what might that be, Jim?”

“When I grow up I want to be a disc jockey on the radio.”

Dad laughs. “He’s having us on, Mary.”

“No, I’m not! I mean it. That’s what I want to do, what I want to be.”

Dad’s still laughing a little but Mom is scowling under her smile.

“Okay,” she says. “A good topic for future discussion. Agreed?”

No one disagrees. I’m feeling maybe not very wise right now. Nonetheless, 

I’ve said it out loud to them. The seed has been planted.

The next day I tell Dirk about meeting Buckley and the reaction of all our parents.
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“What’s wrong with him, again?” Dirk asks.

“Dad says he’s losing his mind, doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

“Sheesh. I don’t know, Jim. My dad says he’s a good old boy, harmless and 

that people just like to make up stories about him.”

“Well, don’t ever go to his farm or get in his truck.”

“That’s scaredy-cat stuff. What can he do? He’s an old man.”

“Still…” I realize Dirk can’t be swayed on this.

I’m warehouse boy! My first summer job!

Dad offered to give me the entire family allowance cheque, all $24 of it, 

every month if I come and work with him three days a week over the summer. 

That means working mostly in the warehouse, taking orders for fuel deliveries, 

unloading the cases of oil that arrive by boxcar, having a running inventory 

of the Texaco promotional giveaways. This year it’s plastic thermo tumblers, 

a tumbler inside a tumbler with a scenic view of Canada on a scroll between 

the plastic layers. Free with a fill. Last year it was red plastic fire chief hats 

for kids. There are still a few boxes of them in the back row. I also keep the 

warehouse clean and orderly.

It’s my first day of work. I’ve spent enough time at the yard to know my 

way around and what Dad expects of me. Luckily the warehouse has its own 

radio, a newer vintage than the old Philips in the metal office, with better 

speakers, so I am richly entertained.

At 8:30 in the morning Dad is filling the tanks on the truck for his first 

deliveries of the day. He has two service stations and two farmers to supply, 

about 1200 gallons between the gas and diesel orders. Tanks full, Dad comes 

into the warehouse where I sit in the little office, CKY playing Two Faces Have 

I by Lou Christie. Dad turns the radio down.

“I’m off with the load. How do you feel about handling this alone?”

“I feel good. I can handle it, Dad. You won’t be disappointed.”

“I know. I’ll be home for lunch.”
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Dad disappears out the side door. A minute later the truck fires up and 

he pulls out of the yard and honks twice, which echoes off the three (or 

four) big white fuel tanks. I turn up the radio in time to catch the Tymes’ 

So Much In Love. I wonder for a moment what that means, to be so much 

in love.

The phone rings. My first order! Dad says to always let it ring twice before 

answering. And to turn down the radio. I do both.

“Hello. Langwood Texaco, Jim Crawford speaking,” I answer as firmly 

as I can through my nervousness.

“Very well spoken,” says Mom.

“Well, thank you very much, ma’am. What would you like to order today?”

Mom pauses, but I know she’ll play along.

“I’d like a thousand gallons of maple syrup delivered to my farm on the 

little island of Xanadu by 4:00 today, please. I’d like it in glass bottles shaped 

like penguins, please.”

“No problem. I’ll have Dad drive that right over.”

We both laugh and enjoy the moment. “Any orders yet?” she asks.

“You’re my first.”

“Just wanted to wish you all the best on your first day on the job, honey.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

I hang up the phone and a second later it rings, startling me.

Second ring. “Hello, Langwood Texaco, Jim Crawford speaking.”

“Crawford?” It’s an older man with a Ukrainian accent. “You Crawford?”

“Yes, I’m Jim Crawford, John’s son. I’m taking orders.”

“You Johnny’s son?”

“Yes, Jim Crawford.”

“Okay, you Jim Crawford, this is Wasyl Crysaloski and I want Johnny to 

bring fuel, diesel, 200 gallons for tomorrow.”

I’m writing as fast as I can but I’m not sure of his name. It’s new to me.

“Please say your name again, sir.”

“My name? Wasyl Crysaloski. On the Vista road. Crysaloski. Can’t you 

hear me?”
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“I hear you, Mister Crysaloski,” I say, surprising myself I got his name 

right. “And you want 200 gallons of diesel by tomorrow, is that right, Mister 

Crysaloski?” I get his name right again!

“That’s it. You good boy, Jim Crawford. Say Johnny hi from me.”

“Will do. Take care.”

I hang up. That went well, I think. The rings again. Second ring.

“Hello. Langwood Texaco, Jim Crawford speaking.”

“This is Wallace Darin at Darin’s in Miniota calling.”

“Hello, Mister Darin.”

“Who’s this?”

“I’m Jim Crawford, John’s son. I’m taking orders today.”

“Oh, hello, Jim. You sound awfully young.”

“I’m almost fourteen and people say I’m smart. I can take your order.”

“All right, Jim, but I’m going to get you to read it back to me afterwards, 

okay?”

“Okay.”

Mister Darin proceeds to list off his gas and oil order. He’s short of both 

Sky and Fire Chief and orders several different oil weights and quantities, 12 

cases in all. He needs more promo tumblers to give away. He has me read the 

list back to him and I get everything correct.

“I’m very impressed, Jim.”

I thank him and ask when he needs it.

“Today, of course.”

“Thanks, Mister Darin.”

Now the most challenging part of my job begins…I hear a train whistling 

at the cemetery road east of town…but not before a train!

The warehouse is located next to the train tracks to provide access to 

tankers and boxcars. The warehouse platform wraps around to the track side 

and is raised to the level of the boxcar doors. There are three tracks through 

Langwood: the centre is the main line, where trains cannonball through town, 

the far one is the passing lane and the one closest to the warehouse is the shunting 

lane where boxcars, grain cars and tankers live while doing their business in 
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Langwood. The freight whistles at Cemetery Road and I can feel the platform 

shake a little. I unbutton my shirt.

In a flash the train is roaring past me. I close my eyes and stretch out my 

arms. A fierce howl of wind and smell and motion and momentum wraps me 

in its sheltering chaos and spins my imagination outward from the platform 

across the prairie to the beat of steel-on-steel rhythms. My shirt flutters around 

me in the rush of air. It feels like I’m flying!

The train ends and immaculate silence instantly sucks up every sound, 

leaving the grasshoppers to prevail. And the phone! Damn!

I race around the warehouse to the side door and grab the phone panting, 

“Hello. Langwood Texaco, Jim Crawford speaking.”

“Hey kid, stop watching the trains go by and answer the phone, can ya?”

It’s Park. “Yeah. That was a good one. The platform shook a little.”

“Cool. How’s your first day going?”

“Two orders already. I’m about to get the oil order pulled and piled, 

as Dad calls it, so we can load it on the truck when he gets back. Wanna 

come help?”

“Sure. Be right there.”

I get my list from Darin’s, check to make sure we have everything in stock. 

We do. Bike tires screech in the yard.

“Hey, teenager.”

“Hey, kiddo.”

CKY is playing Harry the Hairy Ape by Ray Stevens. I know not why.

We go over our job. We have the hand dolly that unloads the boxcars three 

cases at a time, so we load it up with cases of oil. Every case contains 24 quarts 

of oil in tin cans, each weighing just over 50 pounds. I struggle with the first 

two and barely get them on the dolly. Park helps with the third, making it a 

breeze. Two more dollyfuls and we’re both a little winded. After a brief rest 

we get the final three to the platform. The promo tumblers are easy to manage 

and Darin’s order sits waiting on the platform.

Park and me go to the little office, which is actually just a corner of 

the corrugated tin warehouse – even its roof is tin, which makes for terrific 
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hailstorms – with a desk, a phone, a radio and an old wooden office chair that 

makes peculiar noises.

“Swanky,” says Park, sitting down on the other chair, a case of oil cans.

“I’m sore,” I say, flexing my shoulder. “Not used to heavy work.”

“Feels kind of good, though. Having muscles like we do, or could have.”

“Like your dad.”

“Those kind of muscles, yeah. Dad says now is the time to start working 

out to build a body that will last a lifetime, which is what we all need, right?”

I can hear Sean Swedeman saying those words.

“Right!”

“So I asked my folks for a workout bench and weights for Christmas. I 

hope they can find one somewhere. We can both use it.”

“Didn’t you tell me your dad worked out when he was teenager?”

“Back in Ireland, yeah.”

CKY plays From Me to You by Del Shannon. We both listen intently. I’ve 

heard it before, Park hasn’t.

“Del can write a perky ditty,” Park says.

“I don’t think he wrote it. I saw in the CKY Hit Parade this song also by 

The Beatles, whoever they are. I haven’t heard their version yet. They spell it 

B-E-A-T-L-E-S.”

“The Beatles! That’s a great name. The Beatles. The Beatles. Combines the 

bugs and the beat. Isn’t that smart?”

The phone rings. I turn down the radio. Second ring.

“Hello. Langwood Texaco, Jim Crawford speaking.”

“Who?”

I recognize the tone. Jack Burgen. “Jim Crawford, Mister Burgen, John’s 

boy.”

“John’s boy, yes, who comes in with Percy sometimes. My daughter 

Maryann thinks the world of you.”

“I like Maryann, too.”

“Oh, if you were just ten years older you could solve all my problems. We 

dream, we walk, we dream.”
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I’m keeping up. “What problem can I help you solve today, Mister Burgen?”

“Jim, you’re a bright boy. My Sky is down to a hundred, my Fire is at 

fifty. Johnny’ll know what to do. Oh, bring more thermo things. People love 

that free shit!”

“I’ll repeat that back…”

“No need, no need, Jim. I’m certain you got it right the first time.” He 

hangs up.

“Wow. You got to talk to Jack Burgen man-to-man.”

“Just part of my job here at Texaco, Inc. Let’s pull some free shit, as he 

calls it, for Mister Jack Burgen.”

“It’s an important mission we are on, Agent Crawford. What do you 

realistically think our chances of success are?”

“Well, Agent Swedeman, I would say somewhere between nil and a hundred 

percent.”

“I concur. Onward.”

CKY plays Elvis’ latest, Devil in Disguise.

So went my first day of work. Park took off about 11 and the phone never 

rang again until 2:30.

When Dad comes home from the morning run, the old truck hot and angry, 

clanking in the yard, he is impressed with the pulling and piling, the order-

taking, and even didn’t mind that Park helped out but said not to make it a habit.

At lunch, Dad raves to Mom about my accomplishments at work so far, 

getting the orders right as far he could tell and pulling everything right. They 

beam at me and I beam back, a little confused but accepting it all. By 12:20 

Dad’s asleep on the couch having his noon nap, which ends at exactly 12:55 

every day when he awakens automatically. It’s eerie!

Back at work I help him load the cases of oil onto the truck, but we both 

realize I haven’t the strength to handle them. I mention Park wanting a workout 

bench.

“Boy, if you and him can work out together that’s the best. When I was 

right at the end of my training in Petawawa, Mom had come back to Manitoba 

and I worked out with a guy named Reggie. You need someone to keep you 
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focused no matter what else is happening around you, to be your buddy, to 

have your back. He knew what I needed.” Dad goes…geez…wistful! Never 

seen that before, so my curiosity kicks in.

“What happened to Reggie?”

Dad goes a little pale, blinks his eyes, shakes his head. “He was fine, just 

fine.”

I knew he wasn’t and neither was Dad.

All loaded, Dad tells me that afternoons are the slowest time. He points 

out the wholesale price lists in case customers come to the yard to buy, and 

again says to turn down the radio when the phone rings.

“I meant everything I said at lunch, Jim. You’re doing great.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

He honks twice as he pulls away. They echo off the tall white fuel tanks.

It’s the start of the summer heat when July bakes you during the day and 

wets you down at night. CKY says it’s 85 degrees and will hit 90 today. I turn 

off the radio when Porky Charbonneau does his country western music thing. 

Not today, Porky. I know Dad will be whistling along to every tune Porky 

plays as he heads toward Miniota from Burgen’s.

I pull off my t-shirt and lean back in the office chair with my feet on the 

desk. The day is windless, humidity rising. Even sounds droop in the hot glare. 

Occasionally the corrugated tin roof snaps loudly in the heat. Another train passes 

full-bore and little black particles of railbed cinders peck at my bare chest as I stand 

laughing on the platform. Trains leave no afterglow. They are just gone gone gone.

At 2:30 the phone rings for the last time.

“Hey, Johnny, my hero, it’s yer ol’ buddy here with some good news from 

the cellar. Smilin’ Johnny walks with us both today and wants to make us both 

smile. Are you in for the day?”

“Who is this?” I know who it is. It’s Selwyn Yardley, who thinks I’m Dad.

“This is…who is this?”

“This is Jim Crawford, John’s son. Dad’s on the road, I’m taking orders.”

“This is Selwyn Yardley. Would you be so kind as tell your father I called 

and I’ll drop by later?”
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“Sure. ’Bye.” I don’t tell Dad. I’d rather have a sober Dad than a drunk 

Dad today, thank you very much you old sot.

Later, when Dad gets back, he measures the tanks and is just locking up 

the gates to the yard when Selwyn comes creeping along in his beat-up old 

Chevy, waving his arm out the window.

“Hey, Johnny! Johnny! I got the good stuff!” he yells.

I see Dad pause for a brief second, then he climbs back in the car and we 

drive by Yardley without even looking at him.

Today is my 14th birthday, July 29, 1963. The Number One song is Wipeout

by the Surfaris, which attained insufferable status this week. I barely survive 

hearing it now, but it does herald my ongoing teenage life. I hope not literally.

The three large red zits on my face also herald my new age. Strategically 

placed – one forehead centre, one right side of nose, the largest one on my left 

cheek – I look like I have smallpox and people will scurry away from me in 

fear of my contagion. No one does. Dammit!

Grandma Crawford calls from Brandon. I got her card with the ten-dollar 

bill in it and I thank her without being prompted. Such a good boy am I. 

Grandma tells me that there’s going to be funny things happening in my pants 

now and that I should be afraid of them and to leave the girls alone right now. 

Direct quote: “Girls are for later when they need your pudding.” My pudding? 

Adults never cease to confound me!

Aunt Fusty, or Auntie Fuzzy as Dad calls her, phones from Saskatoon. 

She’s Mom’s oldest sister whom we seldom hear from. She wants to talk to me, 

but our conversation is barely ten words long before she says I should stop 

talking and give the phone back to Mom.

Aunt Shelley calls. Mom hands the phone to me saying all my cousins want 

to talk to me. One by one – Rita, Gene, Bodean and Sanka – wish me Happy 

Birthday. The only one not doing it wearily out of compulsion is Sanka, who 

sounds happiest of them all. Maybe he’s settled on a better name.
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Mom’s put three dollars in quarters wrapped in little pieces of wax paper 

in between the layers of my chocolate with chocolate icing birthday cake. Her 

roast chicken is delicious and the gifts have waited all day on the coffee table.

On the sofa Dad hands me a bulky package that is as expected – socks, 

and underwear and, unexpectedly, a very cool shirt with a button-down collar.

“Remember you talked about button-down collars awhile back and what 

a good idea they are?”

I do remember. “Wow! Yes. Yes.”

The shirt is the colour of sand. I lay it on my lap and slide it out of the 

plastic wrap. It’s a soft cotton. I detach all the pins, the collar shaper, the plastic 

neck wedge and unfold the shirt. I unbutton it, pull off my t-shirt and pull the 

long sleeves over my arms and the rest around my body. It feels like it’s part 

of me. I slowly button it up, admiring myself in the hall mirror. The sleeves 

are exactly the right length. I tuck it into my jeans, flex everything into place. 

I look great and the collar is perfect.

“What do you think?”

Mom says, “I think that would have been the most awkward thing for any 

average 14-year-old to do, but you put on a shirt with the grace and skill of a 

grown man. You are our son and we are so proud, so proud.”

She hugs my waist. I look at Dad.

“Very impressive. Very handsome. The girls will love it.” I see Mom give 

Dad the fast scowl.

I get a shaving kit for travelling, and for home, some deodorant and little 

bars of hotel soap. Best of all, in an envelope with a birthday card that says, 

You’re only as fourteen as you feel, is a hand-written gift certificate, sorta, from 

Percy Peel’s store, for ten dollars. It is signed, By agreement with Her Majesty’s 

Representative, Agent Peel of Cratesborough, this note shall bear the value 

of Ten Canadian Smackers for and only for one Jim Crawford of Langwood, 

Man. It makes us all laugh. What a great day to become a teenager, Wipeout 

notwithstanding!

Park and me meet at the creek under the train bridge. Dirk is away at 

summer camp again this year on my birthday. I wonder how he’s making out.
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The dragonfly days of summer have begun. Evening bugs have taken flight 

to become meals for gliding dragonflies that dive and rustle above the slow creek.

I show Park Percy’s chit. He laughs. “You’re so lucky to hang out with 

Percy. He’s a character, like you. I can see how you two get along so well.”

There’s nothing much left to be said as we sit on the edge of the creek 

watching minnows flit about. Behind us the sun sets, croaking frogs begin 

choir practice and the slither of constellations echoes overhead.

There, in the fading light of a Langwood day, as night claims the little town 

and all within, there my wise friend Park states the obvious, plaintive and perfect.

In a loud stage whisper, Park says, “The world belongs to us. We are the 

future. We’re going to the moon.” It doesn’t even sound like Park’s voice.

A mourning dove grieves on the hydro line.

I understand.
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August 1963

The first week of August is usually the hottest of the summer and this year 

it holds true again.

After a sleepless night Mom answers the phone while we’re having breakfast. 

Dad stares at the Currier and Ives plates on the wall across the table, a distant 

look in his eyes. Mom cries within the first minute of the call. It’s the first of 

her five sisters calling today.

After the call, Mom sits on the bed. Dad talks with her for awhile before 

leaving for work.

“Help Mom in some special way today, okay, Jim?” he whispers to me as 

he goes by, wiping tears from his cheek.

“Okay, Dad. I will.”

August 8th is the worst day in our little family’s history. Today is the day 

Merrilee died. She was ten months and three days old. Merrilee was my sister.

I was ten when Mom and Dad first told me about the Sunday afternoon 

picnic at the Rankins’. Merrilee was having her afternoon nap in the back 

seat of the car. She never woke up. The doctors couldn’t figure out any cause 

except sometimes babies suddenly die. Not a satisfying answer. Neither was 

“God called her home.”

Although Merrilee died almost a year before I was born, I feel a loss. It’s 
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more than just taking on my parents’ great sadness and grief. I grieve for her 

in my own way.

I sit down next to Mom on the bed. She pats me on the head and pulls me 

close to her. “It’s a blue day, Jim, a blue blue day.”

“I know, Mom.”

“This is the day I lost someone very precious to me.”

The phone rings. It’s Aunt Sophie. Mom cries on the phone. I put a box of 

Kleenex next to her. She’s barely hung up the phone and it rings again. Another 

sister! More tears! I need some air.

I ride my bike to the park and sit on the ridge overlooking the lake, 

wondering what having a big sister would have been like, how our family would 

have been different. I understand that no amount of tears or phone calls from 

family can quiet a heart so broken by grief.

After awhile I feel guilty and go home. All the curtains in the house are 

drawn. Their bedroom is a dark cave again, the door partially closed.

“Jim,” Mom calls weakly from the bedroom.

“Hi, Mom.” I push open the door and she shields her eyes from the new 

light. I close the door a bit and sit next to her on the bed.

“Jimmy, my beautiful smart boy, is becoming Jim, my handsome intelligent 

man. So precious to me. Doctor James Crawford, his name tag says, blue against 

the white white of his crisp jacket. Doctor Jim Crawford. People will know you 

and they will know you well.” She pulls me toward her and I lie awkwardly 

on my side next to her. She wraps her arms tightly around me.

“Jim, don’t ever let anyone tell you that you can’t or shouldn’t be a doctor. 

Don’t even tell yourself that. It’s not true. You can be anything you put your mind 

to, anything! You will make an excellent doctor, caring, kind, wise and intuitive. 

You are all those things now. Imagine what you can do with them when you 

are a doctor. Imagine that, Jim. Imagine that. Please, oh please, imagine that!”

As she talks in a half-whisper she pulls me toward her more and more 

tightly. I gasp a little, thinking she’ll release me. She doesn’t. I gasp again and 

push against her arms. I struggle to get out of her grip and sit up breathing 

heavily and deeply. I cough a little. She doesn’t seem to notice.
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“Could you get me more 7Up please, Jim.” Mom starts to cry.

I take her mug to the kitchen, glad to be free from that room for a few 

minutes. I pile two ice cubes into her mug on the side of which says Coffee 

break for a coffee hound with a picture of a hound dog on it, fill it with soda 

and take it back to her night table.

“Anything else you need, Mom?”

“A doctor in the family,” she sobs.

Suddenly guilt prevents me from speaking. I stand in that state for a few 

seconds, then bolt from the room, run out the back door and down the block 

almost to the funeral home. I stop and stare into space, shaking. Old lady Konk 

walks by me. She sneers.

“Real boys don’t cry.” I hear the hatred in her voice.

I hadn’t realized I was crying.

I notice Beryl Bryter pull into our driveway and park. Mom’ll be in good 

hands now.

Dirk calls me the day he gets back from camp, excited to tell me everything. 

“And there is a lot, I mean A LOT, to tell.”

He’s piqued my curiosity and we speed on our bikes from different areas 

of town to the park by the lake. He beats me there.

“Hey buddy. Sheesh, it’s been too long.” Dirk is smiling and gives me a 

quick hug.

“I thought of you several times and wondered how it all was going. So…?”

“Well, there was lots of hubbub the day I arrived. There were police cars 

and plainclothes policemen at the camp.”

“What happened?”

“Two days before, Father Brian drowned in the lake.”

“No! Wow!”

“Seems him and a boy from camp were canoeing and when Father Brian 

stood up he lost his balance and fell into the water. He couldn’t swim very well 
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and even though the boy tried to help him with the paddle, he drowned. They 

found his body near that cove he took me to. He was all bloated.”

“Wow!”

“But there’s more.”

“More is good.”

Dirk whispers, “They did the autopsy and found out Father Brian had 

been hit on the head and fell in. The cops took the boy from the canoe away 

and he never came back to camp. Nobody is sure what happened.”

“Wow!” I can’t stop saying wow. “What do you think happened?”

Dirk toys with his MedicAlert bracelet. “I think the boy killed Father 

Brian because he didn’t want to do the sex things.”

“Did the police ask you or any other boys questions about Brian or about 

that?”

“They asked a few of the 15-year-olds, the oldest at the camp. I don’t know 

what they said. They didn’t talk to me. I wouldn’t have told them nothing 

anyhow.”

“Wow! So camp was better than you expected?”

“Camp was great! We had a campfire every night and sang songs and 

Father Curtis told us all about the stars and constellations. They let me light 

the campfire every night!”

“Good, my friend. I’m glad. And you can go back next year, right?”

“Yeah, the camp goes to 15-year-olds. So, what’s been happening in 

Langwood while I was away?”

“I’m fourteen now.”

“Belated Happy Birthday, Jim. I’m always away on your birthday. How’s 

the job?”

“Easy. I like working with Dad. I finally told my folks I want to be a DJ 

on the radio.”

“Were they thrilled?”

“Not exactly. They didn’t take me seriously. Have you ever heard of The 

Beatles?”

“No. What’s that?”
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“It’s a band from England that’s causing a big splash over there because 

of their new sound.”

“New sound? Sheesh! Are we ready for a new sound, eh? I want something 

new, something better,” says Dirk.

“Maybe The Beatles are it, if we ever get to hear them here.”

Summer on the prairies is strange. One minute it seems so long, the next minute 

it seems so short. The eternal brevity of summer.

In mid-August, Percy calls to see when I can assist him on the east run. 

We arrange for the next day, my day off from the warehouse.

“Bark and me took a new box to a café in Eaglestone yesterday, so we’ll 

be filling it and firing it up first thing.”

New boxes are always exciting! “Leave at ten as usual?”

“As usual.”

It’s already 80 degrees by ten when I get to Percy’s shop. We load up the 

Bel Air with several extra boxes of records.

“What kind of box is in Eaglestone?” I ask Percy.

“Seeburg, just like Jack’s on the highway.”

“She’s a beauty.” Percy smiles at me.

A Black Cat hanging from his lip, his fedora on at a jaunty angle, Percy 

starts the wagon and we drive north of Langwood on Highway 21. Taking a 

gravel road, we bypass Oakburn and head east on Highway 45. Eaglestone 

is perched on the side of the pretty valley of the Little Saskatchewan River.

We pull up in front of Camalski’s Café on the dusty main drag. Two little 

kids on bikes race down the sidewalk. With all the car windows open the heat 

is bearable but when we stop the swelter engulfs us immediately. When we 

walk into the café a middle-aged man comes toward us, wiping his hands on 

his butcher’s apron.

“Hello, Percy.”

“Hello, Dimitri.” Percy has his clown smile on. They shake hands.
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“Did you bring some polkas for my jukebox?”

“Polkas, country western, pop, rock and roll, your box is going to have 

everything. This is my excellent assistant, Jim Crawford. Jim, this is Dimitri 

Camalski.”

Dimitri and me shake hands. “Pleased to meet you, Mister Camalski.” He 

smiles at me and nods.

“Hello, Jim.” Dimitri smiles again and nods. A plump woman comes out 

of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dish towel.

“Hello, Mister Percy.”

“Hello, Marlena. This is Dimitri’s wife, Marlena, Jim. This is my helper, 

Jim Crawford.”

Marlena shakes my hand. Her hand is soft and doughy. I wonder if there 

are any bones in her hand. I study her like Percy taught me. She’s young and 

isn’t wearing any makeup, so her healthy colour is natural. Her hair is shiny 

and clean, pulled into a loose bun. She is beautiful but it is fading, covered over 

by her double chin and her plump red cheeks. One of her eyes isn’t right. I 

think of Gloria Stabalski…and Dirk.

“Time to get to work, Jim.”

Percy splits the Seeburg open and her empty record spindle cries out for 

music. After a quick tune-up, new stylus and my loving polish of the exterior, 

we are ready to load. Percy has pre-picked the 60 records for the box. I lay them 

out along with their name labels. What an assortment! Here’s the breakdown 

by numbers: 16 country western records, 15 pop, 19 rock and roll and 10 polka 

records! With expert teamwork, Percy and me have the box loaded and labelled 

in record time, so to speak.

Percy punches C9 and Who Stole the Keeshka? by the Matys Brothers 

starts to play. Suddenly Dimitri and Marlena are dancing wildly in the centre 

of the room, their feet enjoying the fast dance. An old lady wearing a babushka 

sitting in a booth starts to clap along, shouting something in Ukrainian. Percy 

and me clap along. When the song ends Percy plays another polka, and another 

and another. More dancing and clapping.

“No more. No more,” Marlena is red-faced and panting. Dimitri gasps a 
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little, bends over with his hands on his knees. Even the old lady clapping in 

the booth looks exhausted. Percy smiles his show biz smile.

Percy punches A7 and Hank Williams sings Hey, Good Lookin’.

“Mister Percy, you bring good music.” Marlena’s face is still red. “Thank you.”

“You are most welcome, Marlena,” Percy says, bowing and doffing his 

fedora. “Are those the kind of polkas you want to hear, Dimitri?” Percy asks.

“They are the good ones. Can you get more to change in the machine 

sometimes?”

Percy holds Dimitri’s gaze, smiles slightly and says in his best preacher 

voice, “Mister Camalski, I can get anything you want, anything. You can take 

that to the bank.”

Dimitri seems to enjoy Percy’s intimate attention. “I hope we’ll take lots 

of money to the bank from jukebox.”

“You will, you will.”

I chime in, “It’s a great assortment of songs. Something for everybody.”

“I’ll be back in two weeks. Here’s my card if you need to call me.” Percy 

hands Dimitri a shiny white card with elaborate writing on it. I’ve never seen 

Percy’s business card, so I lean over for a look. Percy gives me a quick scowl 

and I back off.

As we load the car, Dimitri and Marlena are using some of the free plays 

Percy left to polka around the restaurant again. We hear their laughter between 

songs as we drive away.

My questions start. “Where in the world did you find ten polka records, 

Percy?”

Percy chuckles. “Just as you have certain singers and kinds of music you 

like, so do I, and I have a large collection of polka 45s. I would say about 200 

in all.”

“You have 200 polka records? Wow!”

“I won’t run out of new songs for Dimitri.”

“How long have you been collecting polka records?”

“Since they started making 45s, around 10 years. It’s kind of a guilty pleasure 

for me because I’m too old and stiff to polka any more myself. I love supplying 
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the spark that gets others kicking up their heels for whatever reason, whether 

it’s the polka, the Twist, or the Highland Fling.”

“You just like getting people’s tail feathers a-shakin’, don’tcha, Percy Peel, 

Mister Jukebox Man?”

“To get their juices jumpin’ and their fannies moving. Music has amazing 

power to get people moving. Witness Yakety Sax.”

Yakety Sax indeed! Ever since Percy found out about people chicken-

dancing to the ditty at Lofty’s in Brindle last fall, he’s put the song in every box 

and even does demonstrations of how the dance is done so the owners know 

what to do and what to expect. I haven’t personally seen Percy do the chicken 

dance; my imagined version is quite enough for now. The upshot is, Percy has 

kicked off a dancing fad in the Langwood area, with whole restaurants, from 

grandmas to grandbabies, up and chicken dancing. Percy has made hundreds 

of dollars off Yakety Sax.

“That Matys Brothers song is pretty new. You must have ordered it right 

away?”

“As soon as I saw the word keeshka on the new song list, I bought 30 of 

them. Do you know what keeshka means?”

I don’t.

“Really? And you’re growing up with Ukrainian and Polish kids and you 

don’t know keeshka. You’re worldly except in Langwood, Jim Crawford.” 

Whenever Percy calls me by my first and last name I know he’s about to say 

something deep and I should listen. I am listening carefully.

“You’ve figured out it’s important to know big stuff, but the other side of 

the coin is it’s just as important to know the little stuff. It’s all the same stuff, 

some from here, some from there. Know all the worlds, Jim: the big ones and 

the little ones around you here. Get to know people, your people. Start noticing 

who they truly are, no matter what happens to them or where they go.”

“Keep my eye on the stuff, is that what you mean, Percy?” I am as confused 

as I look.

“On all the stuff. Be aware moment to moment.”

“I thought I was already aware,” I say.
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“Good! Excellent! You’re figuring it out. You are aware that you are aware. 

Giant step, Jim! Keep that up all the time and see where it takes you.”

“That’s where you lost me, Percy, right there.”

Percy chuckles. “To be continued…” he says with a smile.

“So, what’s a keeshka?”

“A keeshka is a kind of sausage made from pig’s blood, grain and coarse 

meat. It’s eastern European, so Ukraine, Poland, there and here. I knew the 

song would be a hit right away. Didn’t even have to hear it. Fact it’s a polka is 

a bonus. Every box gets one today.”

I ride in silence for a few minutes as we near Stammers Lake, thinking what 

a wily businessman Percy is and how open he is to new things, new trends, 

new ideas. I don’t know any other adult like him.

“You’re a brilliant guy, Percy. That’s all I can say, brilliant!”

“Takes one to know one.”

“Have I ever shown you my business card?” Percy asks.

“You haven’t.”

“Open the glove compartment. In that little gold case.”

The card reads:

“Neato, Percy. Life is short, death is long, play the jukebox. Did you think 

of that?”

“I did.”

“That’s so smart.”

“It’s a metaphor, you know?”
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“The play the jukebox part, right?”

“You got it, Jimmy. What’s it mean to you?”

“It means live life to the fullest.”

“You’re a smart kid. Keep the card, Jimmy. Impress your friends.”

As Percy parks in front of the Hollyhock Café in Stammers Lake, I ask, 

“More stale fortune cookies, ya think?”

“We’ll see.”

I love this Seeburg, a newer model than Burgen’s. She’s giving her most 

sensuous lightshow. Mag Amy comes sashaying out of the kitchen wearing 

tight pedal pushers, a flowery blouse tied at her waist and a long red scarf that 

falls from her hair. She looks like she’s ready to step onto a stage.

“Harro Meester Pucee, and harro Jim Jim Jim. You are growing boy.”

“I’m fourteen now,” I need to say.

Mag Amy glances at Percy, walks up to me, takes me by my shoulders 

and pulls me close to her, her arms wrapped tightly around me. She rubs her 

fingers over my brush cut and along the back of my neck where she lingers a 

little. A tingle runs down my spine.

“You are becoming man,” she says as she grinds our crotches together and 

rubs her hand over my bum. I let out a loud surprised “Oh!” which makes 

her and Percy laugh. When she releases me from her grasp, Mag Amy looks at 

my crotch, winks at me and waves her bum as she goes back into the kitchen. 

Miraculously, I don’t have a hard-on.

I guess I have gotten taller over the winter. Mag Amy and me were the same 

height last year, but now I’m at least two inches taller than her. That reminds me 

we’ve stopped measuring my height at home, another sign of becoming a man.

“Focus, now, Jim, focus. You worked on this Seeburg last year, didn’t you?”

“Yes.” My focus returns slowly to the job at hand. Percy hands me 15 

records and a list of which ones to replace.

Quietly so Mag Amy doesn’t hear him, Percy tells me he’s taking a walk 

down the street to another café that might be interested in getting one of his 

jukeboxes and that I should have a milkshake after I’m done if he’s not back. 

He’ll deal with the cash box later.
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I work away at changing the records, making sure the little red NEW 

sticker goes next to all the latest arrivals. I’m adding the Matys Brothers, Roy 

Orbison, Connie Francis, Inez Foxx (I love Mockingbird), Angels, Bobby Bare 

and Leroy Van Dyke, among others. I check the play record for Yakety Sax 

to see how the chicken dance is doing in Stammers Lake. 72 plays in 14 days, 

5 times a day. Not bad.

I’m finished the changeover and cleaning the outside of the Seeburg when 

Mag Amy comes out of the kitchen and sidles up next to me. She smells so 

good, not like a Chinese kitchen at all.

“What new song good, Jim? You tell me.”

“I like this one.” I press B12 and Heat Wave by Martha and the Vandellas 

spins. Its great intro grabs Mag Amy and she starts dancing around. She pulls 

me into the centre of the room and does an exciting sensual dance around me, 

rubbing herself and her scarf against me as Martha wails. Mag Amy and me are 

alone in the café so I start to sway and dance on the spot, which really kicks 

up Mag Amy’s touching. Her hands are on my back, my chest, my head, my 

face, they are everywhere, even places maybe they shouldn’t be. I am getting 

an erection and I feel very hot.

Mag Amy pulls me by my belt through a door at the back of the café, 

turns me around a corner and we are in a small dimly-lit room. It smells of 

vegetables. She latches the door and presses me against the wall. Her hands are 

under my t-shirt, her mouth on mine, her tongue in my mouth. She smells so 

good! Is this really happening??

“This is like a dream, yes, Jim?” she coos. “Like magical dream.”

I can vaguely hear Heat Wave through the wall. I feel Mag Amy’s heat 

wave, too.

She slips my t-shirt off and sucks on my nipples, which suddenly stand 

erect. Her tongue is doing unknown things to my nipples. My breath starts 

to become slightly halting. Now her hand is on my crotch and I have a huge 

erection that is aching to escape from my jeans. She runs her nails along my 

back and little electric shocks sizzle inside my head.

Suddenly she is on her knees, my jeans are open, my cock is free and 
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feeling so much better and better and better as Mag Amy jerks me off. She 

smiles up at me.

“We in same dream, Jim Jim Jim. You like?”

“I like.”

That’s when she puts her mouth over my hard cock and I got my first BJ! 

She takes my whole cock in her mouth and uses her tongue and lips in impossible 

ways. I’m mostly taking in-breaths as she plays with my balls with her left 

hand. I search for her right hand. That tiny tickling feeling on my tailbone turns 

out to be caused by her right hand. Wow! I’m thinking. Now! my body says.

I guess she senses I’m about to come, pulls off me and pumps my cock. 

I come quickly, shooting semen just past her ear which lands somewhere in 

the darkness behind her. Mag Amy sucks my cock as I come a little more. I’m 

sweating and Mag Amy is smiling up at me. There is a little bit of my come on 

her right eyebrow. I stare at it and remember looking into the microscope at 

my sperm and what happened to them.

“Birthday blow job for you. Happy Birthday, Jim Jim Jim. You some man 

now.”

I smile at her. She stands up and hugs me in the most gentle fashion, running 

her hand down my face, throat, bare chest, belly, cock and thighs.

“That’s my first blow job.” The Number One song is Devil in Disguise 

by Elvis Presley.

Mag Amy suddenly starts to jump around like a little girl, “Oh, goodie, 

goodie! I give Jim first BJ! First BJ! Jim first BJ!” She is genuinely happy.

I wipe the drop of semen off her eyebrow and kiss her hard, which pleasantly 

surprises her. She’s rubbing her leg against my cock and I’m starting to get 

another hard-on when I hear the cash box jingling in the café and Percy 

whistling How Great Thou Art.

“Percy needs me now,” I whisper to Mag Amy.

“I had you, Jim Jim Jim. Now you go to Percy.”

I’m pulling my gotch and jeans up and looking around for my t-shirt. I 

don’t see it and Mag Amy is still running her hands all over me. Finally I spot 

it, put it on and stand looking at Mag Amy. She’s cracked the door to the small 
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room and a shaft of light falls across her face. Her eyes sparkle, her smile shines 

only for me. She is very beautiful.

“Thank you for a wonderful dream.”

Mag Amy laughs loud. “We dream more another time, Jim Jim Jim. You 

think about that.” She unties her blouse and in the shaft of light I see her 

glorious breasts which she shakes ever so gently. It’s as if they are waving to 

me. “No touch. Next time. You think about that, Jim Jim Jim. You be more 

man next time. Go. Go.”

Percy is dividing the coins in a booth, his back to the elderly couple coming 

in. I slide in across from him, thinking of breasts but talking anyway.

“How’s the count? Did you see the numbers for the chicken dance here? 

Does this one spontaneously play a song?”

Percy pauses in his count. “Slow down, cowboy. Take a few deep breaths. 

You put Walkin’ Miracle in backwards. Switch it. Leave her six free plays.” 

Percy resumes the count.

I switch the record, scolding myself under my breath. I flick the free switch 

seven times and close up the Seeburg, giving her a final loving wipe with the 

special chamois we use. She sparkles. I load the record boxes and tools and 

come back in the café, expecting I don’t know what from Mag Amy.

She and Percy are shaking hands. He holds a small paper bag, fortune cookies. 

She holds some twenties and a fifty-dollar bill, leans in close to Percy, whispers 

to him, rubs up against him. They both chuckle. Percy turns to leave. Mag Amy 

licks her lips slowly and blows me a kiss, I press C5 and the Crystals sing Then 

He Kissed Me. I exit the Hollyhock Café a different person than when I went in.

A mile out of town, Percy pulls over to the side of the gravel road.

“Coffee break.” Percy pours himself some coffee and has me open the 

cookie bag. I look inside.

“There’s just two.”

“Sometimes there’s just one. Pick.”

I take a cookie and Percy claims the other.

Percy breaks his open: “Helping one friend may endanger another friend. 

Hmmm…. What’s yours?”
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I crack open mine. Something educational will happen to you today. I read 

it aloud and we both laugh, a very private joke. And very accurate.

Percy says, “Jim’s first blow job?! Please don’t tell your parents.”

“The thought never crossed my mind, nor do I think it ever will.”

We chew and ponder. The cookies aren’t stale this time.

“Now you know why a jukebox is a she.”

“I’ll think about that.”

“I know you will, and about other things that happened today, too.”

“How was the count in the box?”

“Very good. Chicken dance still doing good business. Mag Amy got about 

70 bucks and we took away $93. Not bad.”

“What about the other café?”

“Not interested. Too noisy.”

In Newhooten, two cars are parked in the Blake Hotel parking lot next 

to the beer parlour door.

“Have a bite on me, Jim, while I service the parlour box.”

Percy goes in the side door and I walk around to the front door. The day 

is faintingly hot. Inside the Blake’s café it’s even hotter, with a weird smell and 

the whine of George Jones through the wall from the beer parlour box. The 

window sill is still piled with dead flies so I sit at a side table. I wonder if they 

are the same flies from last summer as a young girl brings a menu.

“Hi. Can I get youse somethin’?”

“Hi. A glass of water and I’ll read the menu.”

“Yeah, okay.”

I look behind me at the flies on the window sill. Outside, a half-ton drives 

by, leaving behind a cloud of dust that blows against the café window. Through 

the wall George Jones switches to Hank Williams. The girl brings me a glass 

half-full of water.

“I’ll have a small fries and a hotdog, no cheese. Just water to drink.”

“Okay.” She takes the menu with her. The water is warm.

I think of Mag Amy’s breasts, her beautiful breasts that I can touch next 

time. I think of next time and when that might be. I’m getting a hard-on. I think 
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of the dead flies on the window sill and my erection goes away. I’ll remember 

to use those flies again as needed.

The girl brings the food. She makes three more trips for ketchup, mustard 

and a fork. The dog is okay, but the fries are dry and hollowed out, overcooked, 

I guess. They are very light and crunchy, burnt-tasting. I think of the flies on 

the window sill, dry and hollowed out, light, crunchy, burned by the sunlight 

every day.

Through the wall Hank Williams switches back to George Jones. I wonder 

how Percy is getting it serviced, then I remember it’s the kind of Rock-Ola 

you can service and play at the same time. I finish the dog, drain my water 

and ask the girl for another glass with ice. She brings another glass, half-full 

with one ice cube floating in it, and takes away the fries. It’s warmer than the 

previous glass.

My mind drifts back a few dozen miles to the Hollyhock and the event 

of the day. Funny, the thing that I feel most concerned about, most anxious 

about, is where did my semen go when it disappeared into the dark over her 

shoulder? I feel like I need to keep track of where it goes. What was that room? 

A storage room? Where did my come go?

“That’ll be mine,” I hear Percy say behind me. I turn as he takes the bill 

from the girl. “All done?” he asks me. “Let’s roll.”

I try not to look at the dead flies as I leave, but get a murky view of them 

from outside through the dirty window. “How was the count?”

“Poor, actually, and two rednecks kept me giving them free plays because 

I was so ugly to look at. They didn’t like my hat. Boors!”

“One liked Hank, the other liked George.”

“Correct, Jim.”

Percy leaves the $1.25 bill on the counter with two dollar bills and we make 

dust out of Newhooten. “What a shithole,” Percy says.

We head toward Hammock, last stop of the day, listening to CKY.

“So, what’s new and hot, Jim? What trends do I need to pay attention to? 

You’re my generational consultant, how’s that for a title?”

“I can see it on my name tag already. Okay: still no folk music, right? Despite 
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Peter, Paul and Mary, no folk. Surf music now includes car music, with the Beach 

Boys leading the pack. I don’t have any Beach Boys records, not much of a fan, 

but they might be more relatable than surf songs. Girl groups still strong, Phil 

Spector pumping them out. Dion and Gene still great. Not much else to report. 

No new trends on the horizon, unless I’m reading the wrong music magazines.”

“That’s about what the trade papers are saying, just waiting for the next 

big thing to come along.”

“The trade papers tell you that. I’m surprised jukebox guys have a trade 

paper.”

“We have three, one of them out of Toronto, the others American,” Percy 

informs me.

“Can I see one sometime?”

“Remind me at Hammock to give you one from my satchel.”

CKY plays something new to me, Sugar Shack by Jimmy Gilmer and the 

Fireballs.

“That’s going to Number One,” I tell Percy. “Bet ya ten bucks.”

“My ear says you’re right, Jim. No bet.”

“Order it right away.”

“Will do, generational consultant.”

We both smile and bop to the catchy tune.

Hammock bustles as we stop at Kerouac’s. Bernard Kerouac, whom I’ve 

never met, is talking to another man on the sidewalk.

Percy says to me, “Let’s quickly get the boxes and tools, say Hello to them 

and walk into the place. You go to work in the restaurant and I’ll do the lounge. 

Whoever finishes first plays the keeshka song. Got it?”

“Got it!”

We execute Percy’s plan perfectly. The matching Rock-Olas are easy to 

service, very durable, nice and loud. I work fast, replacing records and re-checking 

my work, then checking again because I have doubt. I hear the polka start up 

through the wall of the lounge. I lost to a master. A few minutes later I’m done.

Percy comes in, deals with the cash box quickly, divides the take and hands 

smiling Bernard Kerouac a paper bag of coins.
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“Thank you, Percy. Is this lad your son?”

“I’m Jim Crawford.” We shake.

“Johnny’s boy?” Bernard asks.

“That’s me. The one and only.”

Percy interrupts with an urgent sense of time. “Let’s get on the road, Jim. 

Good to see you, Bernie. I’m back in two weeks or so.”

As we pull away, Bernard waves to me. I wave back.

“He’s a bit of a snob, that guy. Makes us good coin, though. We’re jingling 

to the tune of a hundred and ninety three bucks between the two boxes.”

“Some stuff!”

“Some stuff!”

“So, when do you think I can come on the east run again with you?”

Percy knows I’ve been thinking about this every mile since we left Stammers 

Lake. “Well, Jim, I’m going to tell you the truth. You won’t be going on the 

east run with me until next year. That’s the next-best time. That’ll give you 

time to grow a bit more, have more experiences.”

That doesn’t seem soon enough. “But Mag Amy….”

“Jim.” Percy stares at me, squinting from his cigarette smoke. “Mag Amy 

will always be Mag Amy. She’ll always be there.”

“But Mag Amy said….”

“Next year sometime, Jim. Take it or leave it.”

I take it. “Okay, Percy. That’ll be the next-best time. Thank you.” I think 

of Mag Amy’s breasts waving to me.

“Your t-shirt is on inside out.”

Blue Bayou comes on CKY. Percy and me both make a stop there on the 

way into Langwood.

I forgot to get a trade paper from him. Darn!



• 196 •

September 1963

The first day of school finds 28 students, four rows of seven, in Mister 

Diggory Biggs’ Grade 8 class. The Number One song is Candy Girl by 

the Four Seasons.

They’ve started calling my generation “post-war babies” there’s so many of 

us. “They,” in this case, is Mister Diggory Biggs, who sits on his desk at the front 

of our class, his shirt sleeves rolled up, no tie, his shirt open at the neck, one leg 

swinging in the air. First he welcomes us to his classroom, which just became “our” 

classroom, as he explains it. He says we are part of a baby boom that happened 

after World War Two. I never thought of myself as part of a generation before, 

but he says us “post-war babies” will leave our mark on history.

“I saw you coming, or at least my grandfather did. That wise old man said 

the wave of children after the war will need teachers for a new generation. That’s 

why I became a teacher. I saw you coming, and here you are!” Mister Biggs 

throws open his arms with a huge smile on his face as if he is welcoming us.

Mister Biggs stands up. He walks to the front of the row of desks next 

to the window. With a curious smile, he starts with the student at the back of 

the row and makes eye contact with every student in the row. He repeats this 

at all four rows. No one speaks. Every gaze in the room is fixed on Mister 

Diggory Biggs. I’m in the last row in the middle. By the time he makes eye 



• 197 •

contact with me, I am electric with anticipation. His gaze has a serene quality 

that immediately relaxes me, which seems to happen to most of the other kids. 

After he’s done, he returns to the desk, sits, looks from face to face.

“I saw you coming and here you are! You were worth waiting for. Don’t 

disappoint me. Any questions?”

No one has any.

“Okay, let’s broaden the parameters. Any questions about anything, 

anything at all?”

I’m full of questions, too many to choose from. Park beats me to it: “Mister 

Biggs, President Kennedy says people should go to the moon. Do you think 

we have the scientific stuff to go to the moon?”

“Mister Swedeman, the moon is right here.” He puts his hand next to his 

ear. “Right here for the taking. Maybe we can get to the moon, but do you 

know what the Van Allen belts are?”

Park shakes his head. “Okay, Mister Swedeman, tomorrow morning you 

will report to us all about the Van Allen belts and we’ll discuss them for awhile. 

Then anyone else can ask another question, which we’ll discuss, and so it shall 

be every morning this year. Every day begins with a question and an answer.”

Everyone nods in agreement. “As of today, Mister Swedeman and anyone 

else in this room can now access the high school library, one of the privileges 

of being in Grade 8 and good experience for high school ahead. I know for 

certain the answer you need is in that library, Mister Swedeman.”

“Thanks, Mister Biggs.”

“Another piece of business to discuss. The school division has purchased 

several up-to-date stereo record players and our class got one. I haven’t unpacked 

it yet, but it has two speakers that create a much better sound. Ultra modern. 

I’m thinking there is probably one of you who loves the hits of the day and 

wouldn’t mind bringing in a 45 record every Friday to play and talk about. 

Any volunteers?”

About nine students, including Park and Dirk, point directly at me. Some 

giggle.

“Ah, Mister Crawford. You seem to be my volunteer.”
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“Sure,” I say, unable to stop smiling big time.

“You can help me set it up on Friday morning. Come in a few minutes early.”

I nod, thinking about what my debut song will be.

Park, Dirk and me all agree we feel much more grown up when Mister 

Biggs calls his pupils Mister and Miss.

Friday morning finally arrives and I’ve made my decision about my first 

song. Mister Biggs greets me at the door at 8:30 and we go to our classroom. 

The janitor, Calvin Hook, has moved the box onto Mister Biggs’ desk. We 

open it and take out the record player. It’s swanky! We set it on a table in the 

corner of the room so the stereo speakers, both behind the silvery grille on 

the front of the box, face into the room. He plugs it in, I turn it on, the tubes 

hum into life and I slip my 45 with a yellow centre adapter onto the machine, 

move the speed to 45 rpm and set the needle on the plastic. He’s a Rebel wails 

into life, reverberating off the cinderblock walls and high ceiling of the room.

“He’s a Rebel,” Mister Biggs says. “I’m curious to hear what you will say 

about it and why you chose it. Good one, Mister Crawford.”

“Thanks, Mister Biggs. It sounds great in here!”

I’m really nervous about standing up in front of the class. I’ve worked 

up a short introduction before I play the song and a few minutes of stuff 

afterwards. I feel pretty good about my speech but I really don’t want to get 

an erection so at the top of every page I’ve written in large letters 61 dead flies. 

I hope that works.

It does.

After a short discussion about Posey Harris’ question from yesterday about 

the heights in hands of horses, it’s my turn. I walk up to the front of the room 

and turn to my audience. I was in Grade 3 when we moved to Langwood, so 

I’ve known most of the people in this room for at least five years and they’ve 

known me that long. Most of them are smiling. I have no enemies among them. 

My classmates are smiling or bored or starting to form a spitball to toss at me 

or truly interested in what is about to happen next.

I turn on the stereo record player. Pausing dramatically, at Mom’s suggestion 

because she watched me do this a dozen times last night, I smile.
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“One day I was out at Burgen’s on the highway, walked up to their Seeburg 

jukebox, pressed D7 and what happened next changed my life.”

I play He’s A Rebel and it has never, never sounded better, not even on 

WLS! My classmates love it, some dance, I sway and Mister Biggs joins in 

dancing with some of the girls. We all have fun but it is soon over, as it always is.

Another dramatic pause to emphasize the new silence in the room (Mom 

again) as the tubes cool and click in the corner.

“Two minutes and twenty-seven seconds isn’t very long, is it? That’s how 

long He’s a Rebel by the Crystals is. Two minutes and twenty-seven seconds of 

stirred-up joy. Hand clapping, saxophones, stuttering pianos, the Crystals grinding 

and wailing out their love for him, the rebel, the bad boy. He walks different, 

talks different and holds his head up high; he’s not one of the crowd. Above all, 

he belongs to her, him and his rebellion both belong to her, her love seals the deal. 

Gene Pitney wrote the song, Phil Spector produced it and Darlene Love sang her 

heart out pretending to be the Crystals. Wanna hear it again?”

The class is unanimous. Yes! By the time the songs ends, everybody, 

including Mister Biggs, is up and dancing.

“Give Mister Crawford a hand,” Mister Biggs encourages when the song 

ends. Everyone does, with back slaps and whistles. I feel relieved, relieved and 

very very much alive. It’s a sweet sensation. I feel great!
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October 1963

Three days before Hallowe’en, Park and I are hanging out at the train bridge. 

It’s late afternoon and the sun is setting. The creek, what’s left of it, has a 

thin film of ice on top. We can see our breath, our parkas smell of mothballs, 

the air is sweet and cool. So far it hasn’t snowed, but in Langwood, it almost 

always snows on Hallowe’en.

“Did you hear that Sally Strang is pregnant?” Park asks.

“Sally from our class? No. Really?” It’s hard for me to imagine Sally, who 

sits in the next row from me, has a baby inside her. Even harder for me to see 

is who would have put it there.

“That’s the word, bird.”

“Whose word?”

“The word on the wind.”

A car horn honks. Sean Swedeman is in his car on the street along the 

creek. He yells to us.

“Hey, Park. You got a package from your cousin in Ireland. Curious?” 

Sean is waving us to the car. We both get in and drive to the Swedemans’.

The package is small and flat, something between two pieces of cardboard 

wrapped in brown paper. It was mailed on June 2, 1963 and was sent by sea. A 

little sticker on the outside says 3 - 45 rpm records value £1.
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“Records from my cousin Ruby in Dublin.”

“That’s my sister Rosalee’s oldest daughter. She’s about sixteen, I’d say,” 

says Sean.

Park can’t wait to open the package when we get in the house. He rips off 

the brown paper. There is a card that has a picture of a dog and a cat listening 

to a record player on it. Inside it says, Music unites the world! Then, in an 

odd handwriting, Happy Birthday cousin Park in Canada. Here are some 

hit records. I Love Beatles. Have they reached you yet? Rock and roll! Love 

always, Ruby in Dublin.

Park separates the two cardboards; four 45s, all in sleeves with pictures 

on them, fall out. Two by The Beatles: Please Please Me/Ask Me Why and She 

Loves You/I’ll Get You. One by a band I’ve never heard of, Gerry and the 

Pacemakers: I Like It/It Happened to Me and Cliff Richard, Summer Holiday/

Dancing Shoes.

“Let’s go,” says Park and we fly up the stairs to his room and record player.

“Which one first?”

“They’re your gift, Park. Close your eyes and pick one.”

He picks She Loves You by The Beatles.

“These are the guys that Del Shannon covered, right?”

“Right. I never did hear the Beatles’ version.”

Park slides the record out of the sleeve with the picture of four smiling 

guys with funny haircuts on it. It’s a 45 but it has a small hole like an LP. No 

need for an adapter. That’s how they do it there, I guess. Park carefully drops 

the stylus onto the record.

When it starts it sounds like its been playing for five minutes already. This 

thing drives! And all those charming chiming guitars mixed with one dirty one! 

And the harmonies! What is this? And the back beat!! What is this?

“Play it again.” Park does.

It starts with the chorus!

Park is staring at me as he listens. There is some kind of disbelief passing 

between us that defies what we are hearing, that denies the freshness of the 

guitar sound, the expert harmonies not forced and silly like the Beach Boys 



• 202 •

but natural, the upbeat lyrics. They are having fun making this music! Maybe 

that’s what’s different. And I’m having a ton of fun listening to it! That is 

certainly different.

“Let’s flip it over,” Park says. I’ll Get You is the B-side and it certainly is; a 

B-side, that is. Harmonica and hand claps have their appeal but it’s no She Loves 

You, which we listen to another six times in a row, enjoying it proportionally 

more with every hearing.

“Next pick.” Park closes his eyes and picks Cliff Richard. He slides the 

record out of the sleeve and it arrives in two pieces.

“Aww.” Park is disappointed. He picks up the other Beatles and slides it 

out. All in one piece. Again, no adapter needed. The stylus grasps the plastic.

More great harmonies and chiming guitars in Please Please Me. Joyous and 

horny all at once. The harmonica sounds like violins.

“How long is that?” I ask Park.

“Two-oh-three. I’ll play it again.”

We both feel happy.

“In the song he’s asking for it. He wants it, needs it real real bad, pretty please 

with syrup on it and kippers and other British shit. ‘C’mon, c’mon…!’ Love 

that part!” I’m explaining it as much to myself as to Park. Defining it out loud.

The B-side, Ask Me Why, reminds me of dancing horses for some reason, very 

light on their feet despite their size. The song ripples along, very sophisticated 

pop music. The harmonies are wobbly but really pleasant. Each guitar is 

playing its own song. I like how the song starts, stops, starts, stops again at 

the beginning and again later.

“It says the songs are written by Lennon and McCartney, all four of them,” 

reports Park.

“Lennon and McCartney. Lennon and McCartney. It sounds like…”

The Gerry and the Pacemakers songs are okay, like The Beatles but lamer.

“What a great gift,” I tell Park. “You’ll have to send Ruby a thank-you 

note and maybe some 45s from Canada.”

“That’s a great idea, Jim. I wonder what records to send. We’ll put our 

heads together on that one.”
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“Sure. Let’s listen to She Loves You again.”

We listen to it six more times. There is a loud knock on Park’s bedroom 

door. Park turns down the music and opens the door. Sean Swedeman fills the 

doorway, staring down at his son.

“Your mother and I are so glad you like the gift Ruby sent, but if you could 

limit the volume beneath waking-the-dead level and the repetition to under 

50 times a day, this can still be a happy household and include The Beatles.”

Sean glances at me. “Jim, you’re wondering how I knew it’s The Beatles.”

Yes, I am!

“I had a letter from my sis last week saying how crazy Ruby is about them 

and she’s trying to talk them into letting her go to their Dublin concert. They’re 

calling it ‘Beatlemania.’ Cool or what?”

“Cool, very cool, Sean.” I smile at him.

“I suggest a last bike ride before the snow flies for you two. The forecast 

is for snow tomorrow.”

We both get it. Park turns off the record player, we don our parkas and 

toques and spin around the little town one last time before winter comes 

howling in. All the time, with the fresh pure air in my lungs, the wind only a 

bike can create blowing in my face, the last hint of the day’s light dying in the 

west, all I can think about is “She loves you, yeah, yeah, yeah, she loves you, 

yeah, yeah, yeah,” and I’ve never felt happier in my life!
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November 1963

A couple of weeks later Mom is reading the new Time magazine while Dad 

snores on the couch.

“Jim, have you ever heard of The Beatles?”

I stop dead in my tracks; a pee can wait.

“I have.”

“Look at this.”

Mom hands me the magazine, Friday, November 15 edition, and on page 

58 under the Music heading is an article about The Beatles. I stand in the living 

room reading the report about Beatlemania in Britain. At the top is a picture 

of the four with their “mushroom haircuts,” as the article says.

“Thanks, Mom.” I learned a lot from that report.

“So, what do they sound like?” Mom’s curiosity.

“Like something I’ve never heard before, something new. Park has two of 

their records. I’ll borrow them and play them for you.”

“I’d love to hear them. I wonder when they’ll start to be popular here?”

“I don’t know if they’ll ever be popular here. They have such a new sound 

and a new look.”

“The haircuts are cute,” Mom observes.

“Whose haircuts are cute?” asks Dad, rousing from his nap.
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“The Beatles. Look, John.” Mom hands him the magazine. He squints at 

the picture.

“They look like girls.”

“They’re all boys,” I assert. Dad snorts and hands Time back to Mom.

“I think it’s cute.” Mom defends the four grown men with funny haircuts.

At that moment I decide to play She Loves You for my class this Friday. 

I call Park and ask to borrow the record, telling him about the Time article.

“Beatlemania. Beatlemania,” Park repeats. “So that’s what you call it! Cool! 

Sure, you can borrow it. I was thinking of suggesting it to you but you beat 

me to the punch. I’m keen to see how the class responds.”

“Me, too. Me, too.” I’m nervous. “Is it okay if I pass the picture sleeve 

around so everybody can see what they look like?”

“Sure. The sound and the look together. Very good, Mister Crawford.”

“Well, thank you, Mister Swedeman.”

Friday morning finally arrives. Mister Biggs has never heard of The Beatles. 

I show him the Time article, he listens to She Loves You, calls it “catchy” and 

okays it.

As we find our seats, Mister Biggs writes four words on the blackboard: 

proffer, savant, acumen, proficient. This will be Monday morning’s answer 

when we supply the meanings of the words. Everybody writes down the four 

words to look up over the weekend.

Mister Biggs gives me his usual weird introduction. “It’s Friday morning 

again!” he exclaims, his arms open wide and his smile cunningly real. The class 

responds with delight.

“Good morning, Mister Diggory Biggs,” we all say in unison. He wants 

us to use his full name in the morning.

“We’ve eagerly awaited this moment all week, haven’t we? Anxious to 

hear what auditory delight Mister Crawford has proffered for us today. Time 

for another vinyl spin from our resident pop music savant – not to say he isn’t 

good at other things as well – but today we are relying on Mister Crawford for 

his musical acumen, his proficient ear.” With a graceful hand motion, Mister 

Biggs turns the room over to me.
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I turn on the record player, put the record on the turntable. Its tubes warm 

quickly.

“I have show and tell first. I borrowed this record and sleeve from Mister 

Swedeman, so please be careful with it. The song is called She Loves You by a 

new British pop band called The Beatles, and this is the sleeve the record comes 

in. His cousin in Ireland sent it to him. Thanks, Park.” I salute my friend, who 

nods and smiles.

“Time magazine wrote an article about them this week. The band is 

from Liverpool, a port city on the west coast of England. They’ve had three 

Number One songs in a row in England, sold two and a half million records, 

performed for royalty. Girls scream and faint over them – which is being called 

‘Beatlemania’ – and we’ve never heard of them (dramatic pause) until now.”

I drop the stylus on the record and the room reverberates with the sound. It 

looks like everyone is held in suspended animation. No one moves, no one dances, 

everyone just sits and listens. I look at Park, who shrugs. I’m nervous. The song 

ends, the stylus clicks and I lift it off the record. I turn toward the class sheepishly.

“Anybody want to hear it again?” I’m afraid of the impending silence.

“YES!” It’s a roar from all my classmates, a unanimous plea. “YES!”

“Yes!” I say quietly to myself and drop the stylus. This time everybody 

dances and sings the yeah yeah yeah parts, sloppily at first, but has them aced 

by the end of the song. The girls keep gathering around the picture sleeve and 

giggling, saying how cute they are. Mister Biggs declines a third playing.

“We heard wonderful music from England, but, alas, we will not set any 

precedents today.”

At noon, Dad and I are fixing my bed. My bed is all wood, old headboard 

and footboard with slats resting on the frame supporting the box spring and 

mattress. Once in a while in the middle of the night the slat moves, drops off 

the frame and my mattress goes flying up, sending me sliding down the bed 

with my feet in the air. Startling the first time, it’s just funny now and it only 

started since we moved into the new house. It happened again last night.

After lunch Dad and I remove the mattress and box spring to get at the 

slat, which has broken this time and needs replacing. Dad measures the slat, 
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jots the size down and says he’ll get it at the lumber yard later. Just as he’s lying 

down for his nap, the noon show on TV is interrupted by a news bulletin that 

President Kennedy has been shot. It’s Friday, November 22, 1963. The Number 

One song is Deep Purple by Nino Tempo and April Stevens.

Mom stands wiping her hands on a tea towel with capital cities on it. 

Dad sits on the couch staring at the little black and white Philips TV that is 

bringing us very bad news. I sit next to Dad wondering what this means and 

what happens next. When the announcement comes that President Kennedy 

is dead, Dad stands and beckons to us. We do our warm and loving family 

hug, all three of us wrapped in each other’s familiar arms. I feel safe and loved, 

immersed in goodness and purity at this moment. Mom is wiping away her 

tears with the tea towel. Outside our little circle, President Kennedy lies dead 

in Dallas. It seems impossible.

School is weird this afternoon because nobody knows what to do. People are 

crying, some are shaking with fear, a few are oblivious. Even Mister Biggs doesn’t 

quite know what to say as the first class of the afternoon, History, starts.

“Even though President Kennedy isn’t…wasn’t our leader, he is…was the 

leader of the free world. We have lost a great man who believed in freedom and 

peace and the future.” Mister Biggs’ voice lacks its usual upbeat tone.

“Is there going to be a war?” asks Dirk.

The look on Mister Biggs’ face answers the question. “I don’t know, Dirk, 

I don’t know.” He didn’t call him Mister Stabalski. Isabella Klame starts to cry 

softly in the row next to me.

Despite Mister Biggs’ best efforts, nobody can concentrate on the Hundred 

Years’ War right now.

“Mister Biggs.” Park has his hand up.

“Yes, Park.” He’s stopped calling us by our last names.

“It feels like history is happening to us today, right now.”

“History is about large and small changes, chronicling changes, cause and 

effect, and that’s what is happening today, to us, a large, shocking change.”

Marlene Chorchuk starts to cry. A loud rap on the classroom door startles 

everyone. Lydia Charmer, the school secretary, pokes her head in and reads 
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a list of students whose parents want them to come home. School buses will 

arrive early for the rural students. Dirk, Park and me are not on the list, but 

over two-thirds of the class packs up and leaves.

Marlene is on the list. I glance out the window and see her and her mother 

running toward each other, both bawling their eyes out. They embrace and 

cry on each other. Slowly they walk arm in arm to the blue Chevy half-ton 

they’ve almost driven into the ground. But it starts one more time and they 

drive away in a cloud of blue exhaust.

Five kids remain, all boys; Kip Linkus and Larry Farnowich round out 

Mister Biggs’ class.

“Go home, everybody. Have the best weekend you can.” Mister Biggs 

gathers his stuff and leaves the room, followed closely by his class.

It’s a cold and windy afternoon but the sun is bright. Dirk lives in the 

opposite direction to Park and me. After saying goodbye to him, we don’t talk 

much as we plod through the snow in our parkas and boots.

“I’ve got enough for a Stubby at Konk’s,” I say. Park nods.

When we walk in, Marg and Orest Konk are both standing behind the 

counter, arms crossed, listening to Hawkon Willis, their only customer, going 

on about Kennedy. Dad says Hawkon got shell shocked during the war and 

when he came home he wasn’t the same. He talks in a slow monotone. Mom 

says he’s on doctor’s pills.

“This mornin’ I knew somethin’ big was gonna happen today. I got a 

message about it beamed into my skull, right here.” Hawkon taps his right 

temple, nods and looks back and forth from Marg to Orest. Orest looks sad and 

sympathetic, Marg sad and disgusted. “And after that I saw bright silver sparks 

surrounding my head. I knew somebody’d get their head blowed off today.”

Marg looks our way and at the clock. It’s 2:10. “Why aren’t you brats in 

school?”

“We brats were let out early because Kennedy got killed. I’ll have a Stubby 

orange, please.”

Marg sneers at us when she brings the bottle. I give her three nickels and 

she takes the money without saying a word. Park pops two straws into the 
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bottle and in no time we’re sucking the last drop, our straws rattling in the 

bottom of the bottle. Marg scowls at us, we rattle a little more just to annoy 

her, she scowls again and we leave.

“What an old bag she is,” says Park.

“Yeah. As I was sitting there listening to Willis and seeing how sad people 

are, feeling how sad I am, there is one thing that sometimes goes through my 

head which makes the sadness go away, just like that.”

I wait for Park to ask what it is. He looks at me, smiles and sings, “She 

loves you, yeah yeah yeah, she loves you, yeah yeah yeah.”

I nod and we both laugh.

“It’s like having a secret cure for everything, isn’t it, Jim?”

“I let the secret out this morning. Let’s see how many can be cured. Yeah, 

yeah, yeah?” It’s a question.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” says Park. It’s an answer.

Monday is Kennedy’s funeral and we don’t have to go to school if our 

parents want us home to watch it. I stay home with Mom and sit forlorn on 

the sofa, staring into the little screen as a horseless rider creates the saddest 

metaphor ever. Mom prefers to stand and watch it, daubing her tears away with 

a tea towel that has the coats of arms of the provinces on it.

“Everything looks worse in black and white,” she says through her sorrow.
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December 1963

December is a rough month for teenage radio listeners. Somehow the 

Singing Nun and her dreadful Dominique are Number One all month. 

Ed Sullivan has her on his show, even. Park jokes that next Bobby Vinton will 

do a duet with the Pope. A few gems sparkle among the dross: Dion’s Drip 

Drop, Quicksand by Martha and the Vandellas, and raunchy Louie Louie. My 

current favourite is rising quickly, Shirley Ellis’ The Nitty Gritty.

Christmas is a merrier affair this year compared to last. No cancer in the 

family, but the good whisky still comes out at the Rankins’. Must be Kennedy, 

I guess. Aunt Shel makes another giant dinner for us, 14 in all with Aunt Sophie 

and her son, cousin Riley, along with the Scott boys from down the road. I 

think they’re both drunk when they arrive.

The Scotts, Ben and Len, are identical twin brothers who have lived on the 

family farm their whole lives. Dad thinks they’re about 70 years old. Neither 

ever married. They are dressed exactly alike except one wears suspenders and 

a belt, the other just the suspenders. Ben and Len Scott eat and drink heartily 

and tell off-colour jokes at the dinner table, which make the men laugh, the 

women frown and confuse us kids. By the end of the evening the Scotts snore 

gently side by side on the sofa. Uncle Bry calls them sleeping bookends.

Sanka takes me to his room in the basement after the meal.
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“Jim, I’ve decided what my new name will be.”

“And…?”

“Larry Lujack.”

“Great name, one of the best. However, that’s a DJ’s name on WLS in 

Chicago. Did you hear it there?”

“Oh, maybe…I listen to the radio at night sometimes, so…”

“Back to the drawing board, Sanka.”

“Okay, Jimmy. Thank you…again.”

As of Christmas still no Beatles on the radio, but that changes on Boxing 

Day. It’s like someone flicked a switch. CKY and CKRC are playing the heck 

out of She Loves You and it’s headed to Number One. CBC-TV runs a news 

segment about The Beatles.

Percy asked me to do a year-end trends list for him along with my Top Ten 

favourite songs for 1963. I’m working on that today during Christmas break. 

My typing is much improved from last year even though I “hunt and peck the 

letters,” as Mom calls it.

This year New Year’s Eve in Langwood features a special dance at the Ukrainian 

Hall, one of our biggest halls, with music supplied by Art Ripley and the 

Ripplers, a big band that plays music from the 1930s and ’40s. Mom and Dad 

have been talking about it all day and are attending tonight along with most 

of the town, except for Park’s parents.

“The tradition continues at our house. They’ve gone upstairs already with 

their wine and food and whatever else they need. No howling yet.”

“It’s early,” I tell Park, glancing at the clock. It’s 7:50. “Countdown starts 

in ten minutes. Are you coming over?”

“I’ll be there by #50. See ya.”

This year Park and me spend New Year’s Eve together listening to CKY’s 

countdown of the year’s hits while Mom and Dad cut a rug and Park’s folks go into 

hiding. Mom has made a snack tray for us and put some extra 7Ups in the fridge.
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Just as BJ the DJ is announcing the #50 song, Park’s special rap comes on 

the back door.

“And kicking off our countdown of the greatest hits of 1963 is #50, the Five 

Du-Tones and Shake a Tail Feather,” cries BJ.

“I gave this an honourable mention.”

“Number five on my list,” says Park.

“Hello, Park. Good to see you.”

“Hi, Mrs. Crawford. You look very nice tonight.”

“You flatter an old lady, you flirt.”

But Mom does look good. Since she got rid of the cancer and learned to 

live with one kidney, Mom acts and looks healthier, even happier. Tonight she 

has on a new dress she bought downtown at Murchie’s, the new necklace Dad 

gave her for Christmas and just enough makeup to make her glow.

“You do look great, Mom,” I add.

“She does, doesn’t she?” says Dad, coming from the bedroom. He lifts 

Mom up slightly, spins her around once, sets her down gracefully and kisses 

her. He hasn’t been drinking today.

“Oh, you old Romeo. You look like a shiny new dime tonight yourself, 

Johnny Crawford.”

And Dad does. He got a haircut today from Maurice Chopin, a.k.a. Morrie 

the Chopper, Langwood’s lone barber since Jeff Gindrey had a stroke and 

died while giving Mayor Lindal a haircut in the pool room chair. Dad’s shaved 

off his five o’clock shadow, slicked back his hair and is wearing the suit that 

makes him look taller and matches his complexion, says Mom, not the other 

one, his funeral-going suit. Mom has picked the perfect tie from among Dad’s 

three ties. Together they look exactly like a couple going to a dance in 1963.

There is the double honk of a car horn outside.

“The Mesners are picking us up, then we’re going to the Houstons’ for a 

drink before the dance. Enjoy the countdown, kids.”

“Thanks, Mom. Have fun.”

They’re gone. “Did you bring your list?”

“I did. Have you got yours ready?”
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“Right here.” CKY plays #49, Limbo Rock by the Champs, not on either 

of our lists.

Park surveys my work. “Did the cat take typing lessons this year? It’s 

much better…”

We listen to the radio, munch cheese and crackers, swig 7Up, burp, make 

fun of a song, burp, swig, gossip, swig, burp, gossip, listen. Midnight comes, 

we split the last 7Up and toast the new year. And so 1964 begins for a couple 

of country kids in a snowy little town on the edge of nowhere.

JIM CRAWFORD’S MUSIC TRENDS 1963/1964

Folk: Still not liking it much but think “Blowin’ in 
the Wind” which was written by Bob Dylan has some 
fresh ideas.

Surf: Still no ocean here, car songs are popular, 
shrieky harmonies will be here forever.

Novelty/Instrumental: Not much of either this year 
other than “Sukiyucky” (ha ha) and “Pipeline”. I heard 
a harmonica song called “Fingertips” by Little Stevie 
Wonder on WLS that nobody played here. He’s Motown.

Motown: The music mags say this record company has a 
big future and I agree. Get into Motown big time.

Girl Groups: Big year for them. Let’s see if they can 
do it again in 1964. I’m saying yes they can.

The Beatles: Look out! Here they come! Radio is alive 
again with something new and it’s called The Beatles. 
Put all their records in every jukebox you got. In my 
opinion, 1964 belongs to them.

JIM CRAWFORD’S TOP TEN FAVOURITE SONGS 1963

Number 10: “On Broadway” by the Drifters Down on 
his luck in the Big Apple, the determination and 
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conviction of the singer is an inspiration. He 
describes the toughness of the town (one thin dime) 
first of all just so we know what he’s up against, 
which only strengthens his resolve to be a star. It 
took four major songwriters – Barry Mann, Cynthia 
Weil, Jerry Leiber, Mike Stoller – to compose this 
tune and the Drifters do their usual classy vocal 
work. That’s Phil Spector playing guitar (Hit 
Parader).

Number 9: “Ruby Baby” by Dion Songwriters Leiber and 
Stoller again. Great guitar work, super hand claps, 
sweet back-up vocals from the Belmonts, though they 
don’t get a credit on the record, and another yearning 
vocal from Dion who just can’t hide his hard-on for 
Ruby. “Like a ghost I’m going to haunt ya” is a great 
line!

Number 8: “Be My Baby” by the Ronettes Another little 
symphony from record producer Phil Spector! It’s the 
drumming and the castanets along with Veronica’s 
pleading lead vocal and her angelic back-up singers 
that make this truly wonderful. I want someone to beg 
me to be their baby.

Number 7: “The Monkey Time” by Major Lance From the 
onset of the distinctive beat led by grumpy horns and 
fantastic drumming to Major’s sailing vocal, this is 
a different kind of dance tune. It’s all about the 
dance and how cool you are when you do the Monkey. 
I still didn’t learn how to dance in 1963. Next year 
for sure.

Number 6: “Da Do Ron Ron” by the Crystals More 
Phil Spector. This song moves! Tumbling drumming, 
infectious hand claps during the intro, great sax 
break and ending and the Crystals in best banshee 
form make this one of Spector’s most memorable little 
symphonies.
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Number 5: “Blue Bayou” by Roy Orbison Who doesn’t 
want to go to Blue Bayou? It’s Roy’s little piece of 
paradise and he yearns for it beautifully, making us 
all share in his desire. The melody is perfect as it 
sails through his loneliness. The back-up singers 
chant suggests a bayou lingo: “bo bo bo dimbadee ay” 
and “da dee da dee daddi da.” I predict plenty of 
other singers will sing this soon-to-be classic.

Number 4: “You Can’t Sit Down” by the Dovells 
Elevating hand claps to a new level, the Dovells have 
one of the best dance songs of the year. Its message: 
whatever dance you do, you can’t sit down! From its 
first seconds this song is driven by the clapping, the 
wheezy organ, the drumming, joyous vocals and raunchy 
sax break.

Number 3: “She Loves You” by The Beatles It starts 
with the chorus and is sung in the third person! A 
week ago (it’s December 29) I would have said The 
Beatles probably won’t make it here, but today the 
radio is full of Beatles songs including this one and 
the DJs are calling it Beatlemania. They look funny, 
sound fresh and are having great fun making their 
music. Fun, The Beatles are fun, yeah, yeah, yeah!

Number 2: “(Love Is Like a) Heat Wave” by Martha and 
the Vandellas Besides having a very personal meaning 
for me, which I will, no doubt, reveal in my memoirs, 
Martha and the girls are celebrating love even though 
they don’t understand it, don’t know what to do, heads 
in a haze, tearing them apart, stare into space, and 
all their confusions are on fire. They are hot! The 
intro is a song all by itself setting us up for the 
heat to come.

Number 1: “Then He Kissed Me” by the Crystals Maybe I 
have a thing for castanets, since two of my Top Ten 
feature them, or maybe it’s a Spector thing. The music 
mags say Spector creates a “Wall of Sound,” which 
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describes it well. I love the symphonic guitar at the 
start which is drowned in drums and dense rumbles from 
various sources. The horns and violins lift singer 
LaLa Brooks in her quest for love, she finds it, gets 
engaged and the strings go nuts with joy. Happy ending 
and it all began with a kiss!



1964
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January 1964

When Mom and Dad got home from the dance they found Park and me 

sound asleep on the couch, the radio still blasting away. Park sleeps in the 

extra bed in the basement and stays for breakfast, which is often long at our house.

Since Mom and Dad aren’t too hungover, a long breakfast ensues with 

them telling us kids about the great music they heard and danced to last night, 

how they danced to this song here and that one there. The music made them 

happy. That they danced to it again seemed to make them more youthful, more 

like kids again. Happier for sure.

After breakfast Mom has Park and me stand back to back to compare our 

heights. Park is an inch and a half taller than me.

“Oh, Jim, you have some catching up to do. Park’s spurting upward!” 

Mom says.

“Don’t worry, Mary, Jim’ll get his growth spurt soon. You watch. Eh, boy?”

“We’ll be spurting all over the place. Watch us go!” Park and me laugh 

more at that than Mom and Dad.

“This is the best breakfast I’ve ever had,” Park says when he’s leaving. 

“Thank you.”

“Park, you come for breakfast anytime. Can’t always promise a marathon, but 

hearty food and solid talk are guaranteed.” Mom hugs Park, who blushes a little 
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and clumsily tries to hug her back but doesn’t then does then doesn’t until we are 

all laughing. Park is very red-faced. His parents never even knew he was gone.

New Year’s Day requires the traditional drive to Brandon for dinner with 

Grandma Crawford in her little apartment. It’s a decent day for a drive. We 

arrive about three. Grandma isn’t in a good mood. She and Dad talk privately 

in her bedroom with the door closed while Mom and me sit on the divan – 

Grandma calls it a divan but it’s a couch like ours at home which is a couch 

not a divan. Whatever it is with Grandma, Mom is resigned to it, accepting. 

She’s become very accepting lately.

We can’t hear a peep out of the bedroom even when listening intensely.

Mom whispers to me, “They shout very quietly, don’t they?” We both 

chuckle.

In a few minutes the bedroom door opens, startling both Mom and me. 

Neither Dad nor Grandma look happy.

Grandma walks up to me, grabs me by the shoulders and says, “Stand up 

straight.” I do, and she does, too. “You haven’t grown a tick since last year. We 

were the same height last year and we’re the same height this year.” Scowling, 

false teeth bared, Grandma turns toward Mom. “What are you feeding this 

boy? Rabbit food?” She expects a reply.

“HEY!” I yell loud. Grandma’s gaze moves from Mom to me. “HEY!” Loud! 

I easily shake off Grandma’s failing grip on my shoulders. “HEY! Grandma, 

let’s eat! I’m starved from all the rabbit food I get at home!” I snicker and quick-

glance Mom, who gets it and smiles. “HEY! Baby hungry. Feed baby. Feed baby.”

Grandma’s eyes brighten as she realizes her purpose today, yet again, 

endlessly, to feed, however she feels it, to feed.

“It’s almost done. I’ll be in the kitchen.” Grandma scurries away.

“What was that?” Dad is not happy.

“Dad, I don’t know what it was, but it moved things along, didn’t it?” 

Mom laughs, I follow, Dad tries but can’t. We reset the table from three to four 

settings. There is the faint smell of dead roses in the room.

Dad says grace. Grandma says, “Now stick in ’til you stick out,” as usual.

She serves canned mushroom soup, hamburger patties that are mostly bread 
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with a little bit of meat mixed in, a pile of sliced white bread with a cup of butter 

next to, Old Dutch potato chips piled on our plates like potatoes (she gives Mom 

extra), a tiny bottle of yellow mustard, a tiny bottle of green relish, and ketchup 

in little plastic packages. Grandma uses elegant old scissors in the shape of a crane 

to snip the ends off the ketchup packages.

We get through it all. Grandma kisses me when we are leaving and I feel 

her cold drool move down my face. She makes weak fists like a boxer as we 

walk away. “GROW!” she yells as we turn the corner.

While pretending to be asleep in the back seat on the way home I gather 

from Mom and Dad’s conversation that Grandma is starting to lose her marbles. 

She was saying crazy things to Dad about Grandpa still being alive and coming 

to take her out dancing every night but she won’t go because the wind might 

blow up her skirt or something like that. Soon the lulling motion of the Chevy 

overtakes me and I sleep my way home.

When I woke up this morning, my first thought was of Grandma, how weird 

she was and what’s happening to her. It’s the last day of Christmas break. I 

don’t want to get out of bed. I think I’m sick.

I left the second carbon copy of my year-end music report for Mom to read; it’s 

fuzzy but still readable. She’s sitting in her chair reading it when I go to the bathroom.

“Almost done this,” she says.

I pee and go back to bed. A few minutes later Mom comes into my bedroom 

holding the report. In big red letters at the top she’s written A+.

“Very good, Jim. Your vocabulary has improved great…what’s wrong?” 

She drops the papers.

I’m curled up, breathing hard and suffering in pain. “I have pain in my guts.”

“Where? Show me.” Mom gently unfurls me and I lay on my side. “Here.” 

I pat my right side.

“Appendix,” she says. “JOHN! JOHN!” No reply. “JOHN! EMERGENCY!” 

I hear Dad bound up the basement stairs and come panting into my room.
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“We need to get him to the hospital. I think it’s his appendix.”

“Okay. Let’s go, son.” Dad lifts me and I groan in pain. “Hang on, Jim. 

We’re going to the hospital.” And somehow we do.

I remember Doctor Gorsey pressing on my belly and me screaming in 

pain. Three hours later I am recuperating from appendicitis surgery. Mom 

holds my hand as I come to, smiling at me. Dad stands smiling behind her. I 

want to puke from the ether.

Doctor Gorsey is here, too. His voice is funny but he says I did very well 

and won’t miss my appendix one bit. I ask if it will grow back. The doctor 

says it won’t. I sleep for seven hours.

It was about this time last year I had the chest thing and was in hospital but 

I plan to not make it an annual event from now on. Not that the back rubs at 

night aren’t wonderful or that I get to listen to the radio all day but Langwood 

Hospital is full of sick people!

During my five days in the hospital recovering from appendicitis, listening to 

my York transistor radio, I catch a bug: Beatlemania. Both She Loves You and I 

Want To Hold Your Hand get plenty of plays on CKY and CKRC, which comes 

in better here because the Langwood Hospital is on the town’s hill. WLS booms 

The Beatles into my room at night as old men snore, old ladies chatter in their sleep 

and nurses silently abide. Now and then a station will play a new Beatles song from 

one of their albums that has come out in England. Every DJ loves The Beatles!

Park comes to visit me on my fourth hospital evening, bringing a box of 

chocolate Girl Guide cookies that his sister Vilma sells, on which Park has 

written fruit basket.

“Only the best non-traditional fruit basket for my friend,” says Park, 

handing me the box.

I imitate an old man’s voice poorly, “It’s the perfect gift for a shut-in.” 

Park laughs.

“Thanks, Park. So, what’s new at school?”

Park hands me an envelope. “It’s from the class.”

Everyone in my class and Mister Biggs has signed my get-well card. Some 

make funny comments, some girls put hearts by their name.
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“That’s so nice. Please thank them for me.”

“I will. Instead of having someone else play a record this Friday, the class 

decided we will talk about music in your honour.”

I feel like crying. I wondered what would happen on Friday morning 

without me. “I feel honoured and humbled. Please tell my classmates that, 

okay. Thank them.”

“Honoured and humbled and grateful. Got it.”

“Are people talking about The Beatles? Ask the class what they think of 

them. I’m keen to hear their reactions.”

“Good topic. Miss Quince said to tell you to get well soon.”

“Who’s Miss Quince?”

“Remember in December two young teachers visited the schools and sat 

in on some of our classes? A man and a good-looking woman.”

“Yeah. I remember the woman.”

“Her name is Miss Quince and she’ll be assisting Mister Biggs for the next 

three weeks in our day-to-day classroom activities, no less.”

“I don’t get how she knows I’m sick.”

“That’s the neat part. From her few classes with us last year she memorized 

all our names, seats and such. When she walked into the classroom yesterday 

morning she greeted every one of us correctly by name, row by row, and that’s 

how she knew you were missing.”

“Wow! That’s unbelievable!”

“You shoulda seen the look on Mister Biggs’ face! He was as astonished 

as we were. So Miss Quince asked about you, thus her wishes duly conveyed 

by her willing servant. I had a wet dream about her last night. You and Mister 

Biggs were there, too.”

“Did I have fun?”

“We all did!”

“Good. Did you know it’s tricky to jerk off in the hospital, Park?”

“Didn’t know that.”

“Timing is everything. Like a spy, get to know the routines, find the weak 

spots to spurt through, quick clean-up, back to snoozies. Easier said than done. 
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I can lock the door in the tiny bathroom, but don’t want to strain my incision 

with the jerking. So it’s gentle hand, active imagination, quiet spurts and smiley 

afterglow. I’m sure the nurses know.”

“Doesn’t that make it kinda better, or even much better, that the nurses 

know and you do it anyway?”

“Owww, Park. I’m getting an erection just thinking about that. Let’s picture 

her…oh! Hi Mom, hi Dad.”

Suddenly they are standing at the entrance to my curtained bed. Neither 

look happy, so Park excuses himself and rapidly flees.

“What were you and Park talking about?” Mom sternly asks. Dad stands 

next to her looking guilty for some reason or other. He can’t look me in the eye.

I really want to tell her exactly what we were talking about, to say, “Mom, 

my good friend Park and me were merely celebrating the wondrous benefits of 

having a penis, of being male complete, of being cocked and cocky, of bearing 

the squirmy sparks of life in our waggly sacks and having a delivery system of 

noble and ignoble repute.” But I don’t say that.

“I was telling him how great the back rubs are at night. I just conk right 

out after mine.” They know I’m lying.

Dad chimes in. “Doc says you might go home tomorrow. How do you 

feel about that?”

“Okay…” Mom recognizes my dramatic pause. She taught it to me!

“But..?” she says.

“Tonight I’m having a little pain under the incision. I noticed it this…”

Mom quickly leaves the room. I hear her in the hallway asking where 

Doctor Gorsey is. Her voice gets louder and Doctor Gorsey is suddenly in 

my room, peering into my eyes with his light, moving his hands up and down 

a few inches above my body. His hands hover over my abdomen. Without 

looking at me, he turns away, speaks quickly to the nurse, Clare Swedeman, 

who asks my parents to leave. Mom ramps up.

“What’s wrong? Is he okay, Clare?”

With her lilting Irish accent, Clare reassures Mom and Dad that it’s just 

a little pus-y infection that the doctor will squeeze out and that this is very 
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common in appendix removals and it’s the best thing that can happen now and 

that it gets rid of the poison and there’s nothing to worry about. I see Clare 

embrace my mother, who sobs slightly in her arms. I know those arms, I think 

to myself. Everything will be fine.

Doctor Gorsey then presses two cups of green pus out of a small opening 

at the bottom of my incision. After that, though the pressing hurts a lot, I feel 

so much better, better than I have in awhile, in my short sweet life, as Grandma 

Crawford would say.

I’m suddenly extremely hungry. Mom gets a pint of white milk and a straw 

from the service trolley for me and we break open Park’s fruit basket a.k.a. 

Girl Guide cookies.

“Not bad,” says Dad.

“The milk helps,” I add. “Can I go home tomorrow?”

“Maybe is the word we got tonight, Jim, but I hope so. Are you getting 

tired of the hospital, rarin’ to go?”

“I am, Mom. I’d like to sleep in my own bed.”

“Soon, honey, soon you will. Oh, and I have family news. Sophie called 

today, John, you don’t know this either, Sophie called today and Riley, your 

cousin Riley, has sold one of his paintings to the Queen of England. That’s 

right, Queen Elizabeth bought one of his sheep paintings. She paid, are you 

ready for this? She paid sixteen thousand dollars for it!”

“No!” Dad’s aghast!

“The Queen said it was the best sheep painting she’d ever seen, and you 

can bet she’s seen a lot of sheep paintings!”

“I thought Riley only painted pictures of sheep.” I need clarity.

“Yeah,” Dad adds.

“He does, and that makes him a pretty darn good sheep painter then, don’t 

you think?”

Riley, when he is spoken of at all in the family, is referred to in hushed tones that 

add a mystery to the man. He’s a painter in his 30s who lives in an old farmhouse 

that he’s gutted into one room per floor. His studio is on the second floor and 

he lives on the ground floor. Aunt Sophie doesn’t live with him. Mom calls him 
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eccentric. Dad calls him nutty. I like cousin Riley. He’s taciturn (I’ve been waiting 

to use that word) but listens intensely. He looks like he has ideas in his head.

“Oh, and I have a card for you.” Mom pulls a letter from her purse. It’s 

addressed to Mister James Crawford. No return address. I open the envelope 

and one of Percy’s wooden nickels falls out.

“It’s from Percy,” I say even before opening the card. In it Percy has 

written: The road to recovery has a jukebox every ten miles. Get well soon, 

Jim. Your buddy, Percy.

Nurse Clare comes in and asks how I feel. I’m better but tired, I tell her. 

Mom and Dad take the hint and leave with many kisses and gentle hugs. Visiting 

hours are over and the hospital settles into a dim silence. Back rubs all around. 

I get mine from Clare Swedeman. I carefully roll onto my belly.

“I’m glad you’re feeling better, Jim. With all that poison gone from your 

body now you’ll heal quickly, and I’ll bet dollars to donuts you’ll have a growth 

spurt. That often happens with teenage boys after they get rid of their appendix.”

Her hands are soft and firm at the same time as they travel up and down my 

back, kneading my muscles. I groan with pleasure. I can sense Clare smiling as 

she rubs me, as our flesh meets in a moving embrace that builds and builds…

erections can be very uncomfortable when lying on your belly. I think of 61 

dead flies and it works like a charm. My erection fades and I drift away.

“Sweet dreams, sweet baby James.” At least that’s what I think Clare says 

as she pulls the sheet over my back.

I don’t go home the next day because a blizzard blows into the area, 

shutting down everything including the schools and leaving Dad stranded in 

Benderglen. Mom can’t even get to the hospital to visit me. Out my window the 

world is completely white. The snow ends in late afternoon and snowploughs 

start clearing the streets after dark.

The next morning is clear and sunny, the fresh snow blinding in the bright 

light. It’s Friday and the schools are still closed due to the storm. I think about 

the empty classrooms, about my desk and the record player in the corner of the 

room. I think how quiet the school is without any students. There is nobody 

to talk about music in my honour this morning.
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Doctor Gorsey visits me just after breakfast. He studies my chart, does 

a quick examination of the incision which, as he says, looks “Jim dandy, Jim 

Crawford,” and says I can go home today. If I take another week off school, 

don’t do heavy activities, get lots of bed rest, I’ll be as good as new in no time.

After lunch Mom and Dad pick me up and take me home. I’ve been warned 

about climbing stairs too much, but we only have three steps from the landing 

into the kitchen. I manage them fine, go right to my bedroom, carefully put 

on my pajamas and slide in under the covers of my own bed. My own bed! In 

two minutes I am sound asleep and stay that way for five hours.

At six o’clock Dad startles me awake. I think I’m still in the hospital. “Is 

the doctor here? Am I okay?”

Dad chuckles. “You’re home now in your own bed, Jim. Are you hungry?”

I can smell Mom’s meatloaf, which ramps up my appetite. “I’m starving!”

“Put on your housecoat. Dinner’s almost ready.” Dad tousles my hair and 

bristles my cheek. “We’re glad you’re home, son.”

“Me too, Dad. Me too.”

I devour two large helpings of meatloaf, mashed potatoes, peas and gravy, 

and still feel hungry.

“Hazel made you a raisin pie when she heard you were coming home, Jim. 

Small slice or big?”

“Big for me,” I say.

“Small for me,” says Dad.

“Ice cream?” We both nod.

After supper Mom says, “You got a package in the mail today from cousin 

Riley.”

It’s the shape of an LP. I get excited. I take off the brown wrapper to find 

an oversize card with For Jim on the outside. On the front is a hand-drawn 

sketch of three sheep grazing in a pasture, with little tiny initials RL on the 

bottom right.

“He drew the picture on the card just for me.” I appreciate that, but don’t 

quite understand why it matters. Inside he’s written: Heard you went under 

the knife. Here’s some music for a speedy recovery. Cousin Riley.
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“He’s spending some of that royal dough,” Dad says. “Keep that card. It 

might be worth something if Riley gets famous and dies.”

“Oh, John.” Mom can’t help but snicker. “Keep it for the memory, Jim.”

The record is Beatlemania! With the Beatles, their first Canadian album, 

which Percy hasn’t been able to get because they are selling so fast. I’m speechless 

as I hold the album with the four mysterious half-faces looking out at me. Mom 

and Dad notice my reaction.

“Are you okay, Jim?” Mom’s curiosity. “Tell me how you feel right now.” 

That’s one of Mom’s tricks to get me to express myself, “to connect with 

yourself,” as she says.

“I feel like…” I grasp for the words. “…as if…” The words are coming. 

“I feel like something brand-new started…just like that!” I snap my fingers.

Dad looks at the album cover. “They look like girls.”

A week later I get to leave school early for my appointment with Doctor Gorsey 

at his office on Main Street to check on my condition.

“You look healthy, Jim. Feeling all right?”

“Never better and Mom says I’m eating like a horse.”

He weighs me. “You’re five pounds heavier today than you were in the 

hospital. I think you’ve started a growth spurt. Get ready for more changes in 

your body. Let’s have a look at the incision.”

He inspects the wound carefully. The scar is long and thin with a bulge 

at the bottom where the pus came out. “Healing very nicely. It looks like an 

exclamation mark, doesn’t it?”

“It does! I’m going to have punctuation on my belly for the rest of my 

life. I’m glad it’s not a question mark.” We both laugh.

“You are fit, Jim Crawford. Give yourself a month before you do anything 

strenuous, but stay active, take PT at school but go easy. And keep eating. It’s 

good for you at your age.”

“Thanks, Doctor Gorsey.”
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On my way home I stop in to see Percy at the store. He’s sitting behind 

the counter, smoking and reading a magazine called Jukers.

“Jim Crawford! Good to see you!” Percy meets me halfway down the 

store, shakes my hand and grins.

“Good to see you, too, Percy. Thanks for the card and the wooden nickel.”

“That’s nothin’! Are you all better now? Feeling good?”

“Yeah. I think I was being kept back by my appendix, but now that it’s 

gone, sky’s the limit!”

“That’s the Jim Crawford I know.”

“How are The Beatles doing on the boxes?” I’m starved for local information.

“Spotty so far, but starting to warm up. That’ll change after they’re on the 

Sullivan show.”

“The Beatles are going to be on Ed Sullivan?!” This is news to me, fantastic news!

“I was just reading in the new Jukers that they’re coming to North America 

to tour in February and play the show.”

“Wow! That should spread Beatlemania like crazy.”

“And their next album will be released in Canada next Tuesday. I have 

some on order already.”

“Boy, am I glad I stopped in today. That’s all great news. So what Beatles 

songs are on the boxes?”

“She Loves You is on all of them and getting pretty good plays. A new one 

just got here today called…” Percy shuffles through a couple of 45s boxes. “…

called I Want To Hold Your Hand.”

“I’ve heard it on the radio twice. Can we play it?”

Percy fires up the turntable behind the counter and we wait for the tubes 

to warm up. He slips on the record, turns up the volume and another great 

Beatles rocker fills his little store. Great intro, right into the lyric and moving 

like a rocket. I love it!

“Do you have enough of those to sell me one?” I ask without much hope. 

Percy takes the record off the turntable and gives it to me.

“It’s yours, Jim, for being such a great guy, for being some stuff.” I guess 

the surprise and the size of my eyes makes Percy laugh. “Enjoy.”
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“Thanks, Percy. Thanks, Percy,” I’m stammering. I hold the precious 

record gently.

Percy laughs. “Go home and play it a hundred times. Drive your folks nuts.”

I’m almost out the door when I turn and run back. “When do you think 

we can do the east run, Percy?”

“I’ll let you know, Jim. Go home.”

When I leave the store the kids are walking home from school. I see Park 

across the street. I shout to him and he comes running over.

“Look! Percy gave me the new Beatles record.”

“Cool!”

“Percy told me that The Beatles’ next album will be out in early February 

and that they’re going to be on the Ed Sullivan Show next month.”

“That’s exciting! Dad told me last night that the workout set he ordered 

and hoped would be here by Christmas is finally arriving next week! Bench, 

weights, the whole shebang! We’ll set it up in our basement, then we can start 

working out.”

“That’s great news! Are you having those weird pangs in your muscles 

sometimes? Like little kinks or something? Dad says those are growing pains 

and are normal for men. I’ll have to wait a few more weeks to completely heal 

before I start with the weights, so don’t wait on me, pun intended. Wanna 

come over and listen to this?”

I know Park’s answer. I Saw Her Standing There is the B-side but could 

be the hit side! Two great songs, one little record!
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February 1964

Two weeks later I have a follow-up appointment with Doctor Gorsey. As 

he examines me I tell him about the weight training I want to do. He says 

I’m all healed up and can go ahead. He asks who will be instructing us because 

we need to be careful not to injure ourselves. When I tell him Sean Swedeman 

is showing us how, the doctor is relieved.

“Good. Sean knows about that from his experience in Ireland. Good, Jim. 

You’ve gained two more pounds in the last two weeks. Now start turning that 

into muscle.”

“I will, Doctor Gorsey. Thank you.” I start to leave.

“Just before you go, Jim, I want to say something.”

“Okay.” Oh no, what?

“Jim, you and your family have had a lot of sickness in the last year, what 

with your bronchitis and appendicitis and your mom’s kidney cancer, but 

you’ve all come through with flying colours. Your mom has no more cancer 

in her. You are a healthy boy now and you’ve started a growth spurt. There’s 

no telling where that will end. Through all this, you showed courage and love, 

Jim. You acted much more mature than your age. You seem to have a natural 

understanding of people and what they need. That’s rather like being a doctor, 

isn’t it?”
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Oh. Mom! “I guess it is, if you say so.”

Doctor Gorsey smiles at me and nods. “Go lift some weights, Jim.”

“Your folks have okayed this, have they, Jim?”

“They have, Sean. Even Doctor Gorsey gave the go-ahead.”

“And your folks, Dirk? They okay with this?”

“Sure are.” He’s fidgeting with his MedicAlert bracelet.

“Good, then, lesson one.”

Dirk, Park and me are in the Swedemans’ basement where Sean has assembled 

the workout bench with the uprights and lined up all the free weights in order, 

from two and a half pounds to fifteen pounds. It’s all so shiny and new.

Sean hands each of us one-page drawings of the human body with our front 

muscles visible and our back muscles visible. Each set of muscles is named.

“Lesson One is where to find your muscles on your body and what to call 

them. Look at the muscle groups in the diagrams. There’s not that many of 

them, but they’re all important. First, since I have the most-developed muscles 

of us four, I’ll be the model. So we’ll find each muscle group on my body, I’ll 

show it to you at ease and flexed, you can feel my muscle both ways, then find 

it on your body and see where it is and what it feels like.”

Sean takes off his t-shirt and sits on the bench. “First the arms, biceps, 

triceps, forearms. At ease, flex, at ease, flex. Now, Park, you feel my arm, at 

ease, flex. Good, now Jim, now Dirk.”

And so we went down and around Sean’s body, exploring his muscles then 

our own, “discovering how hard a man is and how soft a boy is,” as Dirk said 

after the workout. “Did you know Sean competed in bodybuilding contests 

in Ireland?”

‘“Park told me. That’s why he knows so much and has such a great body. 

I guess being a carpenter just naturally keeps you in shape, too.”

“Yeah. My arms feel tight, good but tight. Next week it’s chest muscles, 

right?”
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“Pectorals and more arms, right. Working up to doing all the groups in 

one workout. I think it’s a good plan for us beginners, don’t you?”

“I guess. The chart we make to keep track of our muscles and reps is 

confusing.”

“Aw, Dirk. You’ll pick it up. We can go to Park’s anytime and work out, 

after school, weekends.”

“My parents didn’t okay it. I never told them about the weightlifting.”

“How come?”

“My dad doesn’t like Sean Swedeman. Dad says he’s a fruit.”

“What’s a fruit?”

Dirk shrugs. “Whatever it is, my dad sure hates it.”

“So you didn’t tell them.”

“I already asked Park not to say anything and I need you to keep mum, 

too. I don’t want anybody knowing about it, especially my folks.”

“What if they find out?”

“It’ll be bad.”

The next night is Yahtzee night at the Hansons’: the blue and yellow blanket 

on the dining room table, the bright red dice, the smell of cigarette smoke and 

whisky, the howling triumphs and whimpering defeats all played out to pass 

another winter evening.

At 9:30 the game breaks up for the seventh-inning stretch, as Dad calls it, 

before resuming for the finale. Earlier I mentioned to Wedge I have a question 

or two. He nods me up to his room at the break.

“Jim, I’m beating the pants off everybody tonight!” Wedge is pretty excited.

“Lady Luck is in your pocket…for now,” I advise.

“Ha! Anyways, how’s it hangin’, Jim?”

“Westbound and down,” I reply. I heard Dad say that to Jack Burgen last 

week. Wedge is impressed into momentary silence while he lights a Sweet Cap 

Plain.
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“You wanna ask me about something?”

“What’s a fruit? When a guy thinks another guy is a fruit?”

“Did someone call you a fruit?”

“No, nobody did, but I heard the term from…”

“Never mind who. A fruit is a queer.”

“What’s a queer?”

“A queer is a man who likes fucking other men, not fucking women, 

fucking other men.”

I repeat that silently in my mind. It makes no sense.

“Huh?”

“Fruits and queers are called homersexuals. Look it up when you get 

home. Homersexuals.”

“Homersexuals?”

“Yeah, two guys named Homer did it first.”

“Is it a bad thing to say about a man?”

Wedge thinks for a minute. “Yeah, usually, but sometimes not.”

“When not?”

Wedge’s answer when he doesn’t have one: “Why not?”

“GAME TIME, BOYS,” Jack Hanson yells up the stairs.

“Thanks, Wedge. Now I’m going to beat the pants off you.”

The game resumes; my bravado is unfounded but my curiosity intact. I 

look up homersexual in all three dictionaries as soon as I get home. None of 

them have it! It must be really rare.

The airwaves and newspapers are jammed with Beatles music and stories. I 

would say about a quarter of the kids in my class are keen to see them on Ed 

Sullivan this Sunday. I’m drenched in the excitement of it all, a full-fledged and 

contagious Beatlemaniac. I talk a few of the non-fans into watching the show. 

I needn’t have worried nobody would watch. Everybody did.

I admit I’m anxious about it. The what ifs gang up on me a bit on Sunday 
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afternoon. What if they are awful? What if they can’t play or sing? What if 

it’s all fake and they sing along to the record? What if nobody cares? I needn’t 

have worried.

They sang five songs including three of my favourites, or faves as the 

British say: All My Loving, She Loves You and I Saw Her Standing There. 

Despite singing Till There Was You, my least-favourite Beatles song ever, it 

was a great show. They can sing, can play and do entertain. It left me wanting 

more and Ed obliged; they are back the next two Sundays to play live. Ed’s 

caught the bug, too!

Monday morning, half my class are Beatlemaniacs.

Dad says, “Not only do they look like girls, they sound like girls.”

Despite their huge popularity with kids I still feel The Beatles are very 

personal for me. They are something of my own where adults have no quarter, 

something only us kids understand.

After two rather chaotic weeks of random comings and goings for workouts, 

Clare encourages us to make and keep a schedule for our visits so as not to 

disrupt their family life. Three days a week are set aside for workouts: Tuesday 

evening, Friday evening and Sunday afternoon. It’s always Park, Sean and me, 

with Dirk showing up about half the time.

I’m becoming more aware of my body and the changes I’m going through 

since starting weightlifting. I’m always surprised at how quickly my muscles 

build. Sean says youth is the time when real bodybuilding occurs. Clare bought a 

huge mirror at the town auction and Sean attached it to the wall of the workout 

room, as it’s now called, so we can watch ourselves work out.

About a month after I started with the weights I am in our bathroom shaving 

(I’m shaving at least twice a week now!) without a shirt on. After I wash the 

shaving cream off my face I start to do muscle poses in the bathroom mirror. The 

door is ajar and after a few poses I hear someone chuckle. It’s Mom. Without 

opening the door I do more poses with wild facial grimaces, contorting my 
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body into weird shapes. Mom laughs, opens the door and hugs me. I’m taller 

than Mom now. Her hands hugging my bare skin feel much different than a 

hug with clothes on.

“You have the same body shape your father had when I first met him when 

he was 21. He played baseball and hockey and did heavy farm work so his 

muscles were hard and strong, like yours are becoming.” Mom hugs me again. 

“Don’t forget the deodorant. You have to use it every day for it to work.”

I sniff my armpits and reach for the big can of Right Guard. I feel so manly 

spraying it on just like the men in the TV commercials. The little red spot on 

my chin I’ve been watching since yesterday morning is turning into a zit of 

magnificent proportions, a white core just barely visible under the stretched skin.

And two days ago suddenly my voice slipped back into my pre-teen voice 

for an hour. I thought that stopped after 12, but Mom says it can go on for 

years. I hope she was joshing me. It’s getting harder and harder to tell when 

she’s pulling my leg.
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April 1964

One day in mid-April I come home after school to a note from Mom: 3:05 

At Hazel’s sipping. Package on table for you. Love, Mom. She never goes 

anywhere without leaving me a note.

I open the brown envelope with Jim C. on the outside to find a card with a 

picture of Buckingham Palace on the front. Just back from Jolly Old. Brought 

you a gift. Love, Soph and Riley

My gift is a hardcover British edition copy of John Lennon’s book of poetry, 

In His Own Write. I open the cover and inside it reads For Jim in Canada, with 

John Lennon’s signature and funny face drawing underneath. A small note 

card slips down. It says: Sometimes it pays to know the Queen. Enjoy, Riley.

I’m riveted to the kitchen chair as I read Lennon’s fanciful poems. He’s turning 

language on its head, using words against themselves, tumbling ideas into each 

other, which is as much fun to read as it probably is to write. Every poem and 

story makes me laugh out loud. Mom gets home just as I’m finishing the book.

“Sophie and Riley stopped by for a few minutes this morning. They’re 

driving around, popping in on everybody. You know how much they love to 

do that. What did you get?”

“I got a copy of John Lennon’s poetry, wittily titled In His Own Write, signed no 

less by the poet himself.” Mom’s impressed and chuckles when she reads Riley’s note.
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“I’d love to read it.”

As I do my homework after supper, I can hear Mom occasionally laugh 

out loud as she reads Lennon’s book.

“I enjoyed that thoroughly. John has a lively imagination,” she says, 

handing me back the book. I’m not surprised, nor am I surprised when she 

starts the discussion. “Jim, who do you think influenced John’s style, the way 

he uses language?”

“I thought about that during homework tonight. Lewis Carroll for sure.”

“Yes. Who else?”

“Don’t know.”

“I thought of e.e. cummings as I was reading it. In Just-spring when the 

world is mud-luscious the little lame balloonman whistles far and wee. That 

kind of lovely nonsense.”

“You think the book is nonsense?”

Mom tilts her head slightly and smiles at me. “It’s John’s cheeky sense 

of humour, so be careful not to take it too seriously. John didn’t. I know 

how important The Beatles are to you, but I think you need to stay aware of 

the spirit of the book. John’s having fun, and through his wacky stories he 

wants you to share in his fun, just like with the music. I think you already 

know that.”

She is so right, as usual.

“You could show the book to Clara Summons with the intent of reading 

some of the pieces out loud in English class, you reading them, I mean. Then 

you could delve into your imagination and write some stuff in John’s style, see 

what you come up with. That is something I would definitely want to read.”

“Do you think Mrs. Summons will like the book?”

“She’s open-minded about all forms of language and offers intelligent 

comments at the book club. All you can do is ask.”

Mrs. Summons loves Lennon’s book. I read a few stories to the class, who 

respond with a combination of puzzlement and laughter. This inspires me to 

spend the weekend in the basement tapping away at the Quiet Riter and walking 

up the stairs with six pages of writing a la John Lennon. My hand is shaking a 



• 239 •

little when I give them to Mom to read. She eagerly reads them, sipping iced 

7Up from her coffee mug.

“I see how you struggled to be original. That’s very good. You succeeded 

because you separated the style – using puns, wordplay, mangled idioms, witty 

spellings and so on – from the content of your stories. You didn’t imitate John’s 

stories, just his style. The stories are your own. Very good, Jim.”

Mrs. Summons and the rest of the class are just as delighted with my stories 

as Mom is. On our way home from school that day Park says, “When you 

were standing at the front of the class reading your funny stories I could see 

how much you enjoyed having an audience. When you’re a DJ you’ll have an 

audience, too. You deserve an audience.”
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May 1964

Sundays in Langwood are golden days. On this one in late May the heat is on 

the land and the creek carries away the last of the winter runoff from Riding 

Mountain. The water is cold; minnows flit from shadow to shadow under the 

ripples and Dirk, Park and me are having our first shirtless and barefoot day 

of the year under the train bridge.

Our pale bodies are different than last spring. All of us have grown taller and 

more muscular, thanks to the workouts we all do in Park’s basement. Doctor 

Gorsey was right about my growth spurt. Park and me are the same height 

now. Dirk has lots of hair under his arms and a little has started to sprout on 

his chest. I have hairy armpits and I notice fine hairs growing on my arms that 

I can see only in certain lights. Of the three of us, Park is the most muscular, 

probably because he works out with his dad as well as us. His shoulders are 

broad and round, his triceps and biceps bulge even when he doesn’t flex and 

his chest and belly have more definition.

We sit three abreast on one of the long bridge trestles over the creek, our 

blue jeans soaked halfway to our knees. Tina Beschuk and Carol Caldwell, two 

girls from our class, come walking toward us on the train bridge path from 

downtown. They whisper and giggle.

“Hello, boys,” says Tina. Carol smiles and waves with her fingers.
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“Hi, Tina. Hi, Carol,” I smile.

“Hiya,” offers Park.

Dirk gives them a slight wave and half a grin.

I like Carol. Her dad is Cam Caldwell. Dad says they’re rich. Carol is 

pretty, smart, very creative, can sketch almost anything and has an odd sense 

of humour. She has a horse in a little pasture north of town and when we lived 

across the street from each other we rode and tended her horse together. That 

was when we were kids, maybe two years ago. Carol’s older brother CC is a 

genius who goes to some smart school on the coast. Tina’s okay, but she likes 

to be in control of everything and talks loud to get her way. Their high marks 

keep both girls in the top 10 of Grade 8 students.

“What are you guys doing today?” Tina shouts.

“Just playing on the monkey bars,” says Dirk, making loud ape noises 

that echo under the bridge. Park and me add our own ape sounds and listen 

for the echoes.

“Three monkeys,” says Carol. “See no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil. 

Who’s who?”

We look at each other. Park puts his hands over his ears, I put my hand 

over my mouth and Dirk pauses for a moment while he figures out what’s left 

then puts his hand over his eyes.

“Very good, monkeys!” Both girls clap and we listen for the echoes under 

the bridge, then clap ourselves to make more echoes.

“Is it true that you guys have been working out with weights?” Carol asks.

“Let’s give ’em a muscle show, boys,” I say quietly.

Without a word all three of us stand up on the foot-wide trestle. Park is in the 

middle. We flex our arms and chests and backs for the girls, repeat, repeat. Due to 

the mirror in the workout room we know what we look like! We look silly posing 

on a beam in the train bridge pretending to be musclemen is what we look like.

I can tell by their expressions the girls are impressed, though. Tina can’t 

think of anything rude to say.

“That’s your muscle show for today, girls. How’d you like them monkeys?”

They both clap. We three boys grin. “More! More!” they shout.
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I turn to the boys. “What do you think: satisfy them now or leave them 

wanting more?” As we ponder this, we hear the whistle of a train at Bryd 

Siding five miles west of town.

“Train Wreck!” Dirk shouts, echoing among the trestles. Train Wreck 

trumps posing. The girls run away. They don’t like Train Wreck. It’s a boy 

thing.

We scramble off the beam, up the cinder path to our special place where we 

can experience Train Wreck to the ultimate! Scrunched together just under the 

rails I can feel the mutual excitement my friends are feeling. It feels familiar and 

good. The train whistles at the first crossing in Langwood. We hunker down, 

press closer together, squeeze our eyes and mouths shut as the train screams 

overhead. The bridge begins to vibrate. It’s a fast one! At least 55 and loaded! 

The pounding rhythm a drum inches away!

Suddenly we are lifted from the visceral rumble of weight and rhythm by 

the spine-clenching screech of steel hating steel. Wheels stop, rails continue, 

sparks fly. I feel their quick hot pain on my bare shoulders. More sparks. Ouch! 

Ouch! We peer at each other from between our fingers. I see sparks landing 

on my friends’ bodies. What’s happening?

Then it stops, dead. No sparks, no screaming steel. No thunder. Just a 

quiet metallic heaving and dust falling between the rails, drifting down onto us.

We unfold from our crouch and shake the dust from our hair. It’s extremely 

quiet. Too quiet, compared to how noisy it was a minute ago. It’s very still. Too 

still. The thought runs through my mind: something terrible has happened.

“Sheesh! Did you see those sparks? It musta put on its brakes!! Did you 

see those sparks? Did they burn you, too?” Dirk is grinning wildly. “Let’s go 

see what’s happening!”

We scramble out from under the bridge. The freight takes up track as far as 

we see in both directions but sits dead still in the middle of town. The cinders 

hurt my feet.

“I’m going back for my shoes and shirt. Then we can find out. C’mon,” 

I propose. After a shared moment of uncertainty, Park and Dirk nod and we 

retrieve our clothes from the bank of the creek.
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Climbing the grade, we take the passing lane track toward the east crossing 

half a mile away.

“There’s Steeps’ car and it has the cherry flashing! Maybe it hit a car!” 

shouts Dirk. “This is big! C’mon!”

Aubrey Steeps, Langwood’s town cop, has his Chevy parked by the tracks 

at the crossing complete with flashing red light that is magnetic so it sticks 

to his car roof and has a cord to the cigarette lighter to power it. I’ve only 

ever seen this once before. We pick up our pace. Three boys driven by three 

curiosities toward…what?

Just as we pass the Pioneer elevator, suddenly Dirk stops in our half-run. He 

turns, takes a few steps back, bends down and picks something up off the track. 

It’s a pair of glasses, women’s glasses, mangled. Dirk stands holding the glasses, 

looking from them to the crossing to the glasses. He takes off at top speed toward 

the crossing. I’ve never seen him run that fast. Park and me can’t keep up to him.

As he reaches the crossing, from behind his car, Constable Steeps grabs 

Dirk and swings him around, away from the tracks, bringing him to a standstill 

pressed up against the cop’s sizable belly. He holds Dirk there. As we come 

running up, Steeps releases Dirk.

“Hey, Swedeman, Crawford, you guys and Stabalski here bugger off, okay! 

Somebody got hit by the train. We don’t know who it is yet so bugger off, all ya!”

Dirk still clutches onto the glasses. “I found these,” he says, offering the 

glasses to Steeps.

“Where’d you find those glasses, Stabalski?” Steeps is gruff. His face is 

getting red.

“They were…” Dirk points back from where we came, “…on the tracks 

back there.”

Park has wandered away across the road.

“Hey Swedeman, don’t go in that ditch! There’s a big piece of meat in 

there!” yells Steeps. Park backs away.

“Where? Show me where you found these, Stabalski.” Steeps is even gruffer, his 

face redder. “Do you remember where you found them? C’mon, you dumb Uke.”

“Those are my mom’s glasses,” Dirk says.
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I’m surprised how few people in Langwood are surprised it was Gloria Stabalski 

who got hit by the freight train.

“After all, she did have that lazy eye. Who knows where she was lookin’? 

I could never tell,” intoned Askance Brown in Konk’s the next day.

Marj Konk, hands over her kidneys, protecting them from the horrors 

of the world, nods and sneers in agreement. “One eye lookin’ at ya, one eye 

lookin’ for ya,” Marj says and both women cackle like witches.

A few nights later I almost have a wet dream about Carol Caldwell. She 

has a big pad of paper and is sketching me. I’m posed on a pedestal naked and 

have long black hair that hangs almost to the floor behind me. I feel like a horse. 

Her pencil scratches against the paper are very loud. The sound gives me an 

erection. Carol throws down the pad, which catches on fire then goes out. She 

walks toward me, grabs my cock and gives me a blow job while I gently take 

off her blouse and feel her beautiful breasts with both my…

“Jim! Jim!”

Someone is shaking me.

“JIM!” It’s Mom.

“What?” I’m asleep.

“Jim, the power’s gone out. The power’s gone out.”

“What?” I’m not quite asleep.

“The power’s gone out!”

“What?” I’m not asleep. “Where’s Dad?”

“At work. I think it’s ten-thirty. In the morning.”

“What’s wrong?” I’m awake.

“I think it’s ten-thirty but I can’t be sure. The power’s gone out. Where’s 

your little radio? It’ll know what time it is.”

“Oh, here.” I turn on CKY. They’re playing My Boy Lollipop by Millie 

Small. Great song to start the day.

“Little Millie Small, she’s holding down Number Four this week on the CKY 
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Fab Fifty. It’s 11:23 on Radio 580,” informs Daryl B, followed by a Hurtigs 

of Vaughan Street ad.

“It’s 11:23, Mom. The kitchen clock is on a battery. It’ll be the right time.”

“Okay, the funeral is at two. We’d better start getting ready now. The 

power’s out. Get up.”

“You’re going? So I can go, too?”

“Yes and yes. C’mon, get up.”

The Swedemans won’t allow Park to attend Gloria Stabalski’s funeral and 

this has been a topic at our house. Dad won’t take time off from work. I can 

only go if Mom goes with me and she doesn’t like funerals much.

I’ve never been to a funeral before. Mom has.

Over breakfast – it’s Saturday and she slept in, too – I ask her how many 

funerals she’s been to.

“Too many to remember, Jim. Funerals are like that. After so many they all 

become the same funeral with the same box and the same cold cadaver inside. 

Death is the same for everybody, son. We visit it at funerals, then wait until it 

visits us at our funeral.”

“But what if it’s your first funeral? What do I do?”

Mom reaches out to me then pulls her hand back to rest on her mouth and 

chin. She moves her hand down to cover her throat as she speaks. It’s very dramatic.

“Oh, my sweet innocent boy, growing up and up minute by minute. At a funeral 

everyone is sombre and, unless a direct relative or dear friend of the deceased, they 

are also ever so slightly grateful it’s not them in the box this time. They’ve staved 

off death once more by not being in the box. Their box will come, but it’s not this 

one! So I would say for a first-timer to a funeral, Jim, three things: one – take your 

hat off when you go in the church, or as my father, your grandfather, bless his soul, 

used to say, ‘A man who can’t remove his hat when entering a church without 

being reminded should be beaten to death with a blunt shovel’; two – don’t stare 

at people who are crying; and three – try not to get an erection.”

I nod with wise understanding at the first two but burst into a small smile 

then control it at number three. I’m very confused, can’t look Mom in the eye 

for some reason while she laughs and laughs.
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“I’m not laughing at you, Jim, I’m laughing near you,” which makes her 

laugh harder near me.

The funeral is in the Roman Catholic Church which neither Mom nor I 

have been in before. It’s very ornate compared to the United Church. Last 

night they had prayers for Mrs. Stabalski and rang the church bells for hours. 

We walk across the tracks at the same crossing where she was hit by the train.

As we approach the church Mom stops, puts her hand firmly under my 

chin, grips tight and locks our gazes together. She’s very stern. “We’re not 

kneeling and we’re not kissing any crosses, you got that?”

I nod.

“Say it back to me.” Mom’s a little scary at this moment so I need to get 

this right.

“No kneeling and no kissing crosses.”

“Good boy.” She releases my chin, gently puts her arms around my shoulder, 

smiles and we find a seat. About a dozen people fan themselves in the pews 

which have little benches that look like footrests but aren’t. Mom points at 

them then wags her finger at me, mouthing ‘no, no, no.’

A minute later, from behind us, we hear someone say, “Ding-dong. Ding-

dong.” It’s loud, so everyone turns to see the church door swinging wide 

open as Roy Buckley bowlegs himself into the room, muttering away and 

settling in the rear pew. He’s barely been seated for a minute when Mom and 

me smell his stink from four rows away. We slide down to the end of the pew, 

which improves the aroma greatly. I look back at Buckley. He’s still wearing 

his musty old hat.

I’m in the aisle seat, so I get up and scurry around the back of the pews 

behind him. Buckley doesn’t see me coming. I give his hat a good whack with 

my hand. His hat flies off his head and spins onto the floor in the next aisle. 

Buckley is loaded, so he’s slow on the uptake.

In a creepy movie voice I whisper loud and close to his ear from behind 

him, “No hats in church, Roy Buckley. God’s got his eye on you. He’s watching 

you close, Roy Buckley,” just loud enough for everyone to hear me. Then I 

scurry back and sit down next to Mom.
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I don’t think Buckley has a clue what just happened, but the other funeral-

goers enjoyed it, Mom included. She pats my knee and smiles, then wrinkles 

her forehead in a way that says, You’re amazing. I love that look!

The family comes in and sits in the front pews nearest the coffin, which has 

sprays and wreaths of flowers on it. Ezabelle comes first. She’s very ghostly in 

a long black dress to the floor, straight black hair and pale complexion dotted 

with tear-reddened eyes. I’ve never looked at her before. She’s very beautiful. 

What am I saying? This is her mother’s funeral!

Dirk is next in a suit that probably fit him four years ago; the sleeves are 

too short, the bum seam is too tight, he’s walking funny and he has a black 

eye! A real shiner! Dirk sees me as he goes by and gives a tiny wave and a tinier 

smile. Then come two older ladies not from here, an elderly couple, strangers, 

then Bill Stabalski. He’s loaded.

The grieving, staggering husband is attired in a cheap pale-grey suit with 

three inches of bare skin spanning the pants and the edge of the sock, and his 

wristwatch and jacket cuff. Beneath he wears a pre-puked-upon bluish shirt 

and green-and-gold necktie tied like a bow tie, huge and misshapen. I think 

Bugs Bunny wore that same tie to Elmer Fudd’s funeral several times.

The most evident and eloquent aspect of Bill’s ensemble is, just previous to 

his arrival, he has pissed in his pants, leaving a thoroughly soaked trail from groin 

to ground and revealing under the slim cloth a not-so-vague outline of his tool. 

His right shoe appears to have acquired the majority of the runoff as it makes a 

squishy noise when he walks by. Jack hand-to-hands the pews weaving down 

the aisle, then half falls, half melts into the front pew.

“Oh God,” Mom says under her breath. She holds my hand.

The service is long, in Ukrainian and Latin, the hymns are long, but we 

don’t kneel and we don’t kiss any crosses so Mom and me do pretty good. 

We go to the cemetery with the Chumlins, who offer us a lift out and back.

Bill Stabalski throws up on the fake grass the undertaker put around the 

open grave, then collapses into a limp heap, weeping silently as the priest releases 

Gloria Stabalski into God’s hands forever. Ezabelle cries a little, dramatically 

dabs her nose, poses then cries a little more. It’s weird, rehearsed.
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Dirk is very pale, which makes his black eye look even worse. It’s deep 

purple with streaks of blue piercing it I see when I get closer after the grave 

service is over. I give Dirk a hug. His eyes are bloodshot. We nod but don’t speak.

When we leave, Bill is still a weeping heap next to the open grave. The 

priest and elderly couple are comforting him. He throws up again. Real vomit 

on fake grass.

“What’s that thing you got stuck in your ear, Jimmy?” old Mrs. Chumlin 

asks me on the way back to town from the cemetery. I don’t hear her and Mom 

gives me an elbow.

“Oh, it’s his transistor radio. He’s got it stuck in his head all the time,” 

Mom answers for me. I smile and nod.

“It’s a radio you can carry around with you and plug into your head, is it? 

Good gracious, what they won’t come up with next!” exclaims Mrs. Chumlin.

CKY plays a brand-new song I’ve never heard before. It starts with floaty 

serious guitar chords, then a guy with a big voice sings about a house in New 

Orleans. Somehow he’s been ruined by the house. An organ starts to assert 

itself and everything starts floating on the organ. The singer wails about his 

family and the life of a gambler. The organ break reminds me of church and 

carnival shows at the same time, building and wailing like the singer. I’m 

transfixed. Who is this?

The singer returns, howling about his sad fate for the rest of the song. The 

organ and guitar churn and wheeze into a frenzy. Then, like a storm passing 

and clouds turning to sunshine, the organ settles and everything else follows 

into a gentle landing. Who is this giving me goose bumps?

“That’s brand-new on Canada’s Friendly Giant, another great British band 

called the Animals with House of the Rising Sun. I predict it’ll be a huge hit. 

It’s four-eleven on CKY,” says PJ the DJ.

After the funeral I don’t see Dirk for a few days while his relatives are in 

town. They leave and we meet at the lake. His black eye is still quite dark 
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but fading around the edges. I hug my friend and he hugs me back gratefully.

“I’m so sorry you lost your mom, Dirk. Are you doing okay?”

“Half the time I don’t know what I’m doing and the other half I don’t 

care what I’m doing.” Dirk’s face is etched with pain and sadness, which has 

taken away some of his youth. The shiner contributes its share to that, too.

“How’d you get the black eye?” My curiosity has been pondering all sorts 

of possibilities. I’m keen to hear the real one.

“He found out.”

“Who found out?”

“Dad…about the weightlifting at Swedemans’. He’s been angry all the 

time since Mom died. He came home the day before the funeral, told me to 

never go to Swedemans’ again, then punched me in the face. ‘That’ll help you 

remember,’ he said, then he went somewhere and got drunk. He’s been drunk 

a lot since…”

“Is Ezabelle still at home?”

“No, she’s moved to Winnipeg. She’s going to take acting lessons.”

“She’ll be a good actress. She was very dramatic at the funeral.”

“Her and Mom don’t…didn’t get along much. Ezabelle couldn’t wait to 

get out of Langwood.”

“Just you and Bill in the house. How’s that?”

“I’m afraid of him. I mean, I was always a little afraid of him, but now he 

makes me really scared most of the time.”

“What does he do?”

“When he’s drunk, he starts talking about Mom. He cries and screams, 

throws stuff. When he starts to get really worked up I try and vamoose. 

Sometimes I don’t make it.” Dirk points at his black eye.

“Where do you go?”

“Anywhere but there.” Dirk hangs his head and fiddles with his MedicAlert 

bracelet. I think he might cry, but he doesn’t. He looks up and holds me with 

his gaze. This is serious. “I’m afraid he might kill me, maybe even accidentally.”

“Have you told this to anybody else?”

“No. Who should I tell?”
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“Ezabelle?”

“She doesn’t care. She’s never coming back here. She told me she’s going 

to change her name, even. Sheesh!”

I think of Sanka Rankin. “Show business people do that. You could tell 

Mister Biggs.”

“I don’t know, Jim. Maybe I’ll just tell you for now, okay?”

“Okay. For now. When are you coming back to school?”

“Next Monday. Dad wants to take me fishing this weekend.”

“Oh. That could be dangerous, don’t you think? Where to?”

“I think Stammers Lake.”

“When you know for sure you’re going with him, you call me. And when 

you get home from fishing you call me right away. If I’m the only one who 

knows what I know, then I have a duty to know where and how you are. Get it?”

“Got it, Jim. Sheesh. You’re such a good friend.”

I don’t hear from Dirk all weekend and when I call there, nobody answers. 

He shows up at school on Monday with two black eyes and a bad limp. 

Although exams are starting in the afternoon, Mister Biggs takes one look at 

Dirk and says he should go home. He asks for a volunteer to walk Dirk home 

as he stares at me. I volunteer.

“Did you go fishing?” I need some information.

“I didn’t think we would because Dad was pretty loaded by late morning 

but at noon Uncle Tony shows up, all full of himself as usual, slapping us 

on the ass over and over. We load into his truck and head to Stammers, 

windows wide open, no shirts for the heat. About halfway there Dad pukes 

on himself and half on me. I clean myself off with a rag from under the 

seat. Uncle Tony makes Dad ride in the box because he smells so bad. All 

the way Uncle Tony’s making jokes about Dad, what an asshole he is, what 

a goof in the family he is, dumber’n shit Ukrainian. Dad just laughs and 

takes another slug. By the time we get to Stammers Dad’s mostly dried off 

and doesn’t stink so much.”

We’re almost at the corner of Main and Chestnut. “Wanna split a cream 

soda at JimJim’s?”



• 251 •

“You buyin’?” asks Dirk.

“My treat.”

Rosebud, JimJim’s oldest daughter who Dirk’s had a crush on for six 

months, walks up to our table. “Hello, boys.” Dirk blushes.

“Hi, Rosebud. One cream soda, two straws, please.”

She bows her head ever so slightly and backs away from the table.

“So you’ve arrived at Stammers with Uncle Tony and drunk Dad…” My 

curiosity picks up the scent.

“Tony has a friend with a cabin at Stammers and we use it for the weekend.” 

Dirk’s talking in a loud whisper. “It’s just an old trailer sitting on a rise maybe 

200 yards from the lake. The cabin smelled funny, but we all got used to it. 

Tony and me…”

Rosebud brings our drinks on a tray, carefully unloads them onto our 

table, bows slightly and backs away.

“So Uncle Tony and me unload the fishing gear from the truck and Dad 

goes inside. When we go in, Dad has passed out face down on the floor. It’s as 

if he came in the door and splattered forward. Uncle Tony rolls him over, lifts 

him, props him up at one end of the sofa and piles a bunch of pillows by his 

side so he doesn’t fall over and ‘choke on his own puke,’ Tony says. Dad stayed 

there ’til well after dark, propped up, passed out, lights out, nobody home.”

“And you went fishing with Tony?” I’m talking in a half-whisper, too. 

Rosebud is at our table glaring at us.

“What are you talking about? Are you talking about me? I heard you say 

my name. You’re talking about me!” Rosebud is very agitated. “What are you 

saying about me?” She’s becoming very loud. JimJim comes up, smiles at us 

and comforts Rosebud, taking her into the back of the restaurant.

“Sheesh. She’s nothing like that at school,” says Dirk. “She’s one of the 

biggest gossips around.”

“Can’t stand the heat…” I shrug. “Fishing with Tony…”

“This where it gets weird, Jim.” Dirk pauses, and I see it isn’t a rehearsed 

dramatic pause. He means this pause with all his heart.

“Uncle Tony works on the railroads. He’s a waiter in the dining car for 
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Canadian National, I think. He meets all kinds of people from around the world 

and travels back and forth across Canada. Anyways, he had some stuff called 

marijuana. It’s a weed that grows in Mexico that when you smoke it you get high.”

“You get high? What’s that?”

“It’s what you get when you smoke marijuana. High.”

“Did you get high?”

“‘I think so. It was hard to tell. Everything was so much fun.”

“Did you smoke it?”

“Tony had a little pipe we used. Just a few puffs and…and…I was high.”

There’s that word again. “What did you do when you were high?”

“There were old records and a record player in the trailer so we played 

records and danced, made faces, told jokes. Tony brought some beer so I had 

two beers. And he brought stuff for bologna sandwiches with garlic pickles. 

That food tasted so good and the beer tasted better going down than it did 

coming up. The whole time Dad was propped up and gone.”

Both our attentions are grabbed by a ruckus at the door of the restaurant.

“No come! No come!” JimJim is shouting and waving a tea towel at 

someone in the doorway. “No come! Too smell! Too smell!”

Roy Buckley bowlegs it into the room past JimJim, who’s still waving the 

towel at him. “No serve! No serve!”

“Yeah, yeah, ya dumb chink. Gimme a pack of Fatimas.”

“No serve! No serve! Too smell!” JimJim is red in the face. Mrs. JimJim 

comes out of the back and starts to screech at Buckley in Chinese. Dirk and 

me are greatly amused by all this. We can smell Buckley from five booths away.

“Just sell me the smokes, ya dumb slant.” Buckley puts money on the 

counter. JimJim looks at the money and sells him the cigarettes. Mrs. JimJim 

disappears through the kitchen door.

As Buckley turns, he spots Dirk and me in the end booth and sidles over 

to us, opening his smokes and dropping the cellophane on the floor. Buckley 

slides in next to Dirk.

“You little buggers. How the hell are youse? It’s Jimmy and Dirk with the 

buggered-up face. I know yer dad good, real good, Dirk, ever since he was a 
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boy younger’n you I known your dad, did you know that? Did you? Since he 

was a good boy I known Bill Stabalski. How’d you get double shiners, boy?”

When Buckley speaks his breath is withering, an invisible evil, manifest 

without subtlety, merely brutal. Dirk doesn’t seem to notice.

“Hi, Mister Buckley,” Dirk says. I don’t greet him, wishing I had a blunt 

shovel.

“I had a accident. Did you know Dad’s brother Tony, too, Mister Buckley?” 

Dirk asks.

Buckley gets a sulky look on his face. His mouth sags into a dead frown. 

“He not you uncle,” Buckley snarls, his yellow teeth exposed. “He not you 

uncle.” Worse snarling, more yellow teeth. “He not you blood. Tony not you 

family. He not come from same roost of chickens or same pile of shit. Tony 

once upon a time found an old record player in field, took it home and burned 

it for kindling, enjoying music of popping wood and aerial ballet of sparks.”

It’s weird. He has an accent all of a sudden. I say, “Why are you talking 

like you just got here from Africa?”

Buckley doesn’t answer, can’t answer. He’s having a little fit that makes 

him sweat and quiver. He pulls a dirty old handkerchief from his pocket and 

wipes his damp face. In a minute the fit passes and he’s smiling and goofy. He 

waves the reeking handkerchief around.

“ROY! ROY!” I’m very loud and I grab the wrist holding the 

handkerchief. Buckley cringes away from me ever so slightly. “ROY! PUT 

THE HANDKERCHIEF AWAY! PUT IT AWAY! NOW!” I release his 

hand and he obediently puts the foul thing back in his pocket, improving the 

air quality marginally.

As if nothing happened, Buckley carries on. “Ya boys should come out to 

the farm. I got stuff to show ya make yer hair stand on end.”

Dirk is intrigued. “Like what?”

Buckley leans in close to Dirk and half-whispers, “Ever seen a two-headed 

calf, sprout?”

Dirk’s eyes are huge.

“No! You have a two-headed calf? What’s its name?” I mock.
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Buckley scowls at me, turns to Dirk and says, “It’s in a glass jar of 

fermaldeehyde. The glass is as thick as your dick. The calf floats there, both 

heads waving at you.”

“Wow.” I know when Dirk is astonished. He’s astonished now. “I’d love 

to see that! Could we have a bonfire at your place?”

“Sure, anything you want, kid. You got bikes. It’s not far. South two miles 

in the gravel grid. I’m in the trees on the right.”

Another ruckus at the door as Aubrey Steeps comes blustering in, spots 

Buckley and lumbers over. The shirt button at the zenith of his beer belly is 

unbuttoned and belly hair sticks out.

“Jesus H. Christ, Buckley, how many times do I have to waste my precious 

time dragging your sorry smelly ass outta this place. Buy your smokes someplace 

else. C’mon.”

Steeps lifts Buckley by the collar of his jean jacket and hauls him out the 

door.

“Anytime, boys. My door’s always open,” Buckley says as Steeps totes 

him away.

“That’s some shitty cologne he’s got going, eh?”

“Like a manure pile on a scorcher.”

“I told you what my folks and Park’s folks said about Buckley, right?” I 

ask Dirk. “To never go to his farm or get in his truck.”

“Yeah, I know. ’Cause he stinks, eh?”

“Bad.” I tell Dirk about what I did to Buckley’s hat at the funeral and we 

both have a good howl at the old bugger’s expense. Cream soda comes out 

Dirk’s nose. That’s how good a time we had!

“A pair of loose ends from the day are on your face. How’d you get the 

shiners?”

“Oh, yeah. We came home on Sunday, all pretty hungover. I felt like puking 

all the time so I guess that’s a hangover. Once when Tony stopped the truck for 

us to puke, both Dad and me stood side by side horking onto the shoulder of 

the road. After Tony dropped us off, Dad went into a rage, completely out of 

control. I tried to fake him out so I could escape, but he grabbed me, ripped 
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off my t-shirt, threw me down on my belly and said, ‘This is for what you 

did with Uncle Tony last night.’”

Dirk turns and pulls up his t-shirt. His back is a lattice of red stripes. 

Some ooze a little blood. “Dad’s belt did that. I think I passed out after 

awhile. When I came to he made me stand up then gave me the black eyes. 

He punched me twice and I passed out both times.”

A wave of nausea grips my stomach and I feel like throwing up.

“I don’t know what he meant about Uncle Tony. I don’t remember 

a lot of what happened that night because of the smokes and the beers. I 

haven’t seen Dad since.”

“Do you think Tony is your real uncle?”

“I guess not.” Dirk’s fidgeting with the MedicAlert bracelet.

“Don’t go by Buckley. He was having a spell or something. What does 

your gut tell you?”

“My gut and my head are confused right now, Jim. I can’t tell one 

from the other.”

“I’m worried about you, Dirk.”

“Sheesh, Jim, such a good friend you are to me and to Park, to everybody. 

I’m thinkin’ I’ll just run away. Get out of town. Put my thumb out and go 

to a big city where nobody knows me. Don’t you worry about me, Jim. 

I can survive anywhere, like a rat.” Dirk wrinkles his nose and snickers.

That would be the last time I ever saw Dirk Stabalski.

A World Without Love by Peter and Gordon is the Number One song.



• 256 •

July 1964

Exam week came and went. This year I prevailed with an honours average 

.5 higher than Park’s. High school, look out! Here we come!

To demonstrate their pride in me as I go into high school, Mom and Dad 

give me a very grown-up gift – a wristwatch, a good one. Rodania, a Swiss 

company, made my 17-jewel stainless-steel watch that is anti-magnetic, water 

and shock resistant and has a chrome expansion band. I immediately love it, 

check which wrist Dad wears his on and slip it on my right as well.

“Very cool, Dad. Thank you.”

“I asked Moe, the jeweller, what kind of watch band a smart and sensitive 

person about to enter high school would like. He asked if it was for you and he 

said, ‘Nothing but the best for Jim Crawford,’ and handed me the expansion. 

Was he right?”

“Exactly the right one.”

“Your responsibility is not to lose it, Jim,” Mom adds.

“I won’t lose it. It’s too special. Thank you.”

Dirk missed all the exams. On July 1, Dominion Day, the Mounties start 

to ask around about Dirk, who is reported missing. They want to talk to me. I 

am nervous about it, so I tell Mom and Dad most everything Dirk said about 

running away and his dad’s rages, getting beat up and that he feared for his life. 



• 257 •

I didn’t tell them about Uncle Tony or Roy Buckley. On their advice I repeat 

it to the Mounties, who are grateful for the lead. Dad says the cops think Dirk 

ran away. I think he did, too. At least I hope he did.

I got my summer job back working with Dad at the Texaco warehouse three 

days a week. Filling the first order of Havoline oil for Chester’s Service in 

Stammers Lake, I notice the cases are much easier to lift this year. Weightlifting 

is paying off for me. Not just at work, but Carol Caldwell and some of the 

other girls are flirting with me and telling me how strong I am. Carol always 

wants me to flex my arms and shoulders so she can feel my muscles. I have 

wet dreams about her regularly.

This year I have to work on Park’s 15th birthday, so he visits me in the 

Texaco yard.

“Happy Birthday, Park.”

“Thanks, Jim. I had a dream about Dirk last night,” Park tells me. “He 

didn’t look so good.”

“What do you mean?”

“He looked like he was…dead. There were holes in his head and hands 

where the maggots had eaten through. His face was falling off, sliding down 

his skull and hanging off his chin and Dirk was laughing…not his laugh but 

somebody else’s dead laugh.”

“Did Dirk say anything?”

“Nope. He just laughed.”

I sit in silence, with Park’s dream alive in my imagination. CKY plays From 

Me to You by The Beatles.

“Do you think he ran away, Jim?”

“After what he told me, I think he did. His life was about to get much 

worse if he stayed in Langwood.”

“I heard the cops are investigating Dirk’s dad because somebody told them 

Bill threatened Dirk’s life!”
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“That was me who told them. Dirk was really afraid of Bill, more than 

usual, he told me. I’m glad they’re looking at Bill. He was the one who gave 

Dirk the shiners.”

“By gum!” Park tries a British accent. “Maybe you’ll solve the mystery 

of the disappearance of Dirk Stabalski, Superintendent Detective First Class 

Crawford of the Yard, the Texaco Yard.”

We both groan and laugh. The phone rings. Barry Peech needs 200 gallons 

of diesel at his farm. He makes me read the order back to him three times and 

I get it wrong on purpose the third time just to have a little fun with him. He 

gets it and chuckles, calling me “another wise-ass Crawford.”

A westbound freight train whistles at the town limits crossing. Park and me 

hurry around to the trackside platform, take off our t-shirts and stand right at 

the edge of the platform. The freight screams past us, kicking up little pieces of 

cinders that sting when they land on our bare skin. The smells of diesel smoke 

and cattle cars mingle in the rushing air. Eyes pressed shut for the dust, we 

can’t see when the caboose is coming; the end of the train is a sudden change 

for every sense, a release from the passing storm to instant serenity.

“Did you think about what it must be like to be hit by a train?” Park asks.

“Just now, yeah, I did. I thought about Dirk, too.”

“Me, too. But it was still great, yeah? The train passing?”

“Still great. Still great.”

We hear the phone and I race to catch it.

“Hello, Jim.” It’s Jack Burgen.

“Hi, Mister Burgen. What can I do for you today?”

“I’m low on some Havoline.” Jack orders 16 cases of various weights of 

oil, seven cases of promotional thermo tumblers and asks for delivery today.

“I’ll pile it on the platform right now so we can load it onto the truck as 

soon as Dad gets back.”

“Good plan, Jim.”

“Anything else, Mister Burgen?”

“You’re still not ten years older so you can marry my daughter, are you?” 

Without waiting for a reply, Jack bursts into his big laugh and hangs up.
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“What Jack Burgen wants today, Jack Burgen gets today. C’mon, help me 

pull his order,” I say to Park. He notices the cases are lighter this year, too.

The day is hot and we are two sweaty boys after Burgen’s cases sit on the 

platform waiting for Dad.

“That was a good workout!” says Park.

We’re crouched in the shade, our backs against the corrugated tin wall.

“So, Beatles movie coming out next week,” I say.

“A Hard Day’s Night. What a great title,” Park says. “Dad says it’s British 

lingo. CKY’s been saying all week they’ll debut the title track on Friday at 

4:55. Building the suspense.”

“I’ll be listening and you will be, too. Wait here.” I leave Park in the shade, 

deke into the office and come back with an envelope. “Happy Birthday, buddy.”

Park opens the envelope and besides a silly card there is an IOU from 

Percy Peel that says, “I owe Park Swedeman one copy of The Beatles’ 45 A 

Hard Day’s Night at the behest and favour of Jim Crawford.”

“Perfect, Jim, perfect! Percy Peel is indebted to me because of you. This 

will only happen once in my lifetime, I’m certain of that. And a great record, 

to boot, I’m sure.”

Friday afternoon I’m in the warehouse; the week’s done, for me, anyway. 

At 4:54 PJ the DJ says, “We’re one minute away from what you’ve been waiting 

for all week, the brand-new 45 from The Beatles! This is a Winnipeg exclusive to 

CKY, Canada’s Friendly Giant. No other radio station can play this song until 

tomorrow. It’s the title track to the first Beatles movie, opening in Winnipeg 

next Tuesday. All weekend, CKY will be giving away free passes to see A Hard 

Day’s Night at the Capitol Theatre. Stay tuned to CKY 580. Now, here it is! 

The Beatles: A Hard Day’s Night.”

A chord that sounds like the ending of a song rings out and the band is 

hot! More glorious harmonies, a working man’s tale and a floating ending that 

leaves me wanting to hear it again. Somehow PJ the DJ knows that and plays 

it again. When they have an exclusive of a new Beatles record, CKY puts in 

an echoey voice saying “A CKY Exclusive-sive-sive” during the break so the 

other stations can’t copy it. It adds to the excitement as well, as Park noticed.
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British musical acts, groups and singers are invading the US and Canadian 

charts, two or three new ones every week now. The Dave Clark Five, Gerry and 

the Pacemakers, Peter and Gordon, Billy J. Kramer, the Searchers, the Rolling 

Stones have hit records here. Some have a Beatles type of sound, others are 

harder-sounding, some have very good pop tunes. The Beatles have another 

hit on their hands, another piece of the dream to fly away on.

“Is it a good song?” Dad asks, wiping his hands with a rag and sitting down 

in the warehouse chair. It’s the first time he’s shown any interest in The Beatles.

“It’s a great song, Dad! Rock and roll like never before.”

“You’re too young to use ‘never before,’ don’t you think, Jim?”

“Correction: rock and roll like I’ve never heard before.”

“It’s that good, is it, even though they look like girls?” Dad’s playing with 

me a little.

“Even better than that,” I grin at him.

“I need to talk to you about Dirk Stabalski.”

“Okay.” I’m curious and nervous.

“I’ve been thinking about what you told us and the police about Dirk and 

his father. I guess they had Bill down at the station a few times but they decided 

he doesn’t know anything about what happened to Dirk. The cops are saying 

Dirk ran away and they’ve issued pictures and information about him to cities 

across Canada. He’s a runaway.”

Good, I think to myself. “He said he would run away, but he never said 

where he’d go. I don’t think he knew where to go.”

“The cops’ll find him. Do you miss him?”

“Both Park and me do, yeah. Will they bring him back here when they 

find him?”

“Oh, yeah. You’ll see your friend again.” Dad sounds pretty confident 

about this.

My gut is saying Dirk escaped Langwood just in time. I hope they never 

find him, but I don’t tell Dad that.
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Shirtless, Park and me are flat out on the side of the hill overlooking Calliper 

Lake. It’s hot, windless and would be perfect except one person is missing.

“Where do you think Dirk is right now?” Park wonders aloud.

“Where do you go when you run away? To a big city? Maybe he’s in 

Winnipeg. Maybe he’s standing by a highway with his thumb out, or…I 

dunno.”

“If you ran away, where would you go?”

“I’ve never thought about it.”

“Me neither. I think I’d be too afraid to run away.”

“I wonder if Dirk is afraid. I’ll bet he is.”

“It’s a brave thing to do, running away, leaving behind all your friends…

your life.”

A gull cries over the water. A zephyr rustles the cattails on the shore.

“I heard something interesting,” says Park.

“Yeah?”

“Harvey Fairchuk’s old man came home drunk a couple of nights ago and 

ran over Harv’s bike with his truck. Mangled it into a pretzel.”

“That was a nice bike, a Schwinn, the best.”

“Harv told his dad that maybe Bill Stabalski would lend him Dirk’s bike 

until Dirk got back. They went over to Bill’s place. He was pretty loaded. 

Harv said when they asked about the bike Bill started to cry, but said they 

could borrow it, to just take it from the shed. When they went to the shed they 

couldn’t find the bike. They asked Bill and he said the bike should be there, 

but it wasn’t in the shed or anywhere they could see. Weird, eh?”

“Huh.”

“Hello, boys.” Carol Caldwell has snuck up on us. “May I join you?”

She sits down next to me and smiles. I never noticed it before, but Carol 

has really nice brown eyes. “Hi, Carol. What you got there?” I ask.

“We just got this new camera that makes the pictures appear in a minute. 

A Polaroid Land Camera, it’s called.”

“I’ve heard of those. Pretty neat. How does it work?” Park says.

“Well, there’s a tray of blank pictures inside. Just press the button, the 
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picture shoots out here and then a minute later it’s there! Let me take one of 

you two. Stand up.”

We stand and Carol frames us up. “Now flex your arms and chests.” We 

do as we’re told. “Say cheese and crackers.” We are obedient. Out pops the 

picture. “It just takes a minute.”

As all three of us stare at the little blank square, like magic Park and me 

begin to clearly appear. We’re both a little surprised to see how much muscle 

we’ve built. Looking at a picture is different than looking in a mirror. I feel 

strangely happy about the picture, and predictably horny standing close to 

Carol, our bare arms touching. I can see the ridge of her left breast inside her 

blue blouse.

“That is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen! The coolest!” Park is very excited 

about the camera, asks to look at it and plays around with it, looking through 

the viewfinder. “Can I take a picture?” Park asks.

“They’re kind of expensive, but sure, take one of Jim and me,” says Carol. 

“Flex again, Jim.” I do.

“Say asparagus,” says Park. He snaps the picture, it pops out and we wait, 

staring at the paper. The picture is of me flexing with a silly grin and Carol with 

her hands out around her face and an expression of shock and admiration as 

she stares at my muscles. It’s quite funny and makes us all laugh. Carol pockets 

both pictures.

“Those are pictures that will make us laugh again when we’re 80 years 

old,” I predict.

“You wanna take one, Jim?”

“Sure. I want one of my best friend Park. Not flexing, just Park. How 

about next to a tree?”

Park walks to a spruce on the edge of the grove around the lake, puts his 

right arm out and leans against the tree, smiling. I say nothing, snap the picture 

and the wait results in the best picture of the bunch.

“Wow! Do I look like that?” Park says.

“It’s an awfully good picture. Is it the framing, the lighting or the background? 

What is it?” asks Carol.
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“It’s the subject,” I explain. “Can I keep this?” I ask Carol. She nods and 

smiles. Her brown eyes hold mine for a few seconds. I put the picture in my 

back pocket.

“Martha Louler told me The Patch was going to show A Hard Day’s Night 

in three weeks,” says Carol.

“The Beatles play Langwood. Historic, I tell you, historic!” muses Park.

“I love that song I’ll Cry Instead,” raves Carol. “Have you heard it?”

“Great song! They all are, aren’t they?” I ask.

The town bell starts to ring. “Noon. Lunch.”

“So Carol, are you trading in your sketch pad for a camera?” I ask.

“Absolutely not. And I still want to sketch you, Jim. Let’s do that this 

summer sometime.”

“I’m game,” I say. Park grins at me, knowing full well the depth and 

frequency of my fantasies about Carol.

“I’m going to take a few more pictures at the lake. See ya, boys.”

As Park and I saunter along the main drag, Park teases me about Carol 

wanting to sketch me. “Your dreams are finally coming true, Jim. Maybe she’ll 

want to sketch you in the nude, or maybe you’ll both be in the nude.”

“From your lips to God’s ear, Park. Ever notice how brown her eyes are?”

“Nope. That’s your job.” Park laughs. “That’s some camera, eh? I’d love 

to have one of those.”

“Very neat. It’s becoming an instant world, Park. Instant orange juice, 

instant pudding, instant cameras. What’s next?”

“Instant mashed potatoes? Yum!”

Roy Buckley and Queenie drive by in his puke-green Ford half-ton. He 

gives us his familiar wave, twirling an index finger next to his head then a quick 

point at us. Both Park and me do double finger guns at Roy and laugh. In its 

slipstream, the truck leaves the terrible odour of something dead too long.

“Buckley’s stinking up the joint again. Why do you think he does that?” 

wonders Park.

“He hauls dead things around in the box of his truck until they get really 

rotten then drives around town on the hottest days because A: it’s fun; B: he’s 
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crazy; C: he doesn’t know he’s doing it; D: it’s his life’s work; or E: all of the 

above.” I try to imitate Buckley’s crackly voice. “Pick one, sprout.” Park snorts.

“You’d think Steeps would get after him for the stink.”

“They’re drinkin’ buddies. It’ll never happen.”

That night I almost forget about Park’s picture. I fetch it from my shorts, 

glance at it and stick it in the edge of the wooden frame of my bedroom mirror.

“They rolls up the sidewalks at six o’clock and unrolls ’em agin the next 

mornin’!” is how Wooser Wing is describing Brindle to a young couple 

thinking of buying a house in either Langwood or Brindle. “You can shoot a 

cannonball down Brindle’s main drag and not hit a soul in either direction the 

whole way. Langwood has better amenities. Movie theatre, it’s a town with 

water, a bakery, a clothing store, a pharmacy, elementary and high schools 

and a beautiful recreational setting on lovely Calliper Lake.” Wooser sweeps 

his arms wide to indicate the beauty and wide-open spaces Langwood offers.

Unfortunately for Wooser – indeed, for all Langwoodites – today is one 

of those days when Calliper Lake is not cooperating with his spiel. Three or 

four times every summer, for a day or two, the usually serene, shallow Calliper 

Lake, quiet and inoffensive, starts to fart, literally. Big bubbles appear from 

several places around the north end of the lake where the town sits. The smell 

they emit is a mix of manure fermented with mead from drunken bees, what 

diphtheria victims smell like after five days in the sun and a musky underwhiff 

that first scents fruity then rancid. The geologists came out, examined the lake 

bottom, surveyed, sonared, sent down frogmen into the seven feet of murky 

water, yet found no source for the rosy offering the lake occasionally provides. 

It stinks, and on this hot July evening, the lake can’t support Wooser’s pitch.

“What’s the smell?” the young woman asks Wooser. He knows he’s lost 

the sale. They’ll be buying in Brindle.

“It’s the lake, folks, it’s the lake.” Wooser is resigned to telling them about 

Calliper’s farting.
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It’s my 15th birthday and I’m sitting on the stone fence around the town hall 

waiting for Park to arrive while Wooser’s been pitching the town. He looks at me 

and shrugs as the young couple walk toward their station wagon. I pinch my nose 

and scowl. He touches his nose and nods. The No Sale sign rings emptily in his mind.

Wooser drives off in his Town Car, the only Lincoln in Langwood, and 

the dust settles back down onto the crumbly pavement of the main drag. The 

evening is still and quiet, disturbed only by an infrequent vehicle pressing 

slowly through town and the buzz of mosquitoes.

“You guess, Jimmy, you guess.” From behind me, I hear the laughing voice 

of Rudy Wosniak, who’s waving his harmonica. He doesn’t have his burlap 

sack with him.

“Hi, Rudy. Where’s your gunny sack?” Rudy looks at me as if I was speaking 

Martian then breaks into a big smile. “You guess, Jimmy.”

“Sure, Rudy. You play, I guess. Go.”

Rudy closes his eyes, draws the silver Hohner harp to his mouth, gently 

wraps his lips over the shiny metal and pushes out his breath. As a result, the 

air is stilled to attention while Rudy plays the sweetest, simplest melody as he 

sways softly from side to side. I recognize the tune right away, but let Rudy 

play because it is so beautiful, so sincere, so true to the man and the moment. 

I even screw up my face as if I’m trying to think of the song. After a couple of 

rapt minutes I say, “I’m So Proud by the Impressions.”

Rudy breaks into a huge smile. “You hit the nose on the road,” Rudy says. 

“You guess, Jimmy.”

“Go, Rudy.”

Rudy makes the harmonica cluck like a chicken then introduces the top 

melody, which I don’t get right away. He does a bouncy little dance to the 

lilting tune and hops around. I’m trying to figure it out by adding words and 

I find sing to him…swing with him…

“Oh, I know. Easier Said Than Done by the Essex.”

“Smack dab on the monkey. You guess, Jimmy.”

Roy Buckley and Queenie drive past in his half-ton. He gives us his twirly 

hand wave. We gesture back. The fetid smell trails behind the truck.
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Rudy starts twirling both his index fingers around his head, cavorting and 

hooting in small uneven circles, raising the dust from the sidewalk. For a few 

moments it’s fun to watch, then I suddenly see that look Rudy gets sometimes, 

that just-checking look a dog gives out of the corner of its eye, the warning 

look, the one that says “I’m ready to go too far. Are you?”

“Jimmy wanna guess, Jimmy wanna guess,” I say to Rudy, hoping it calms 

him down. It does.

“Jimmy, you guess,” he says once more, a little breathless. “You clap, 

Jimmy.” Rudy sets a good pace. I hear someone clapping behind me: smiling 

Park adds to the beat. Rudy grins widely and dances as he blows a building 

riff that evolves into the wordless equivalent of Martha and all her Vandellas 

shouting out Heat Wave into the stolid heat of Langwood in summer. I think 

of Mag Amy’s breasts.

Park and I start to sing along with Rudy’s harp; the rhythm of our clapping 

echoes back and forth between the town hall behind us and Parchet’s Store across 

the street. There, in the slowly filtering light of evening, the primal song and 

dance of youthful effervescence occurs yet again, performed with abandon and 

spontaneity as it has been for millennia past and will be for many millennia more.

Randy Clowd drives slowly by in his half-ton with the magnetic Langwood 

Fire Chief decal on the door. He’s the town’s volunteer fire chief, a job he takes 

too seriously. But even more serious to Clowd is his belief that the Bible is the 

ultimate law, moral and otherwise. He attends the Evangelical Church of the 

Way, thinks he’s cornered the morality market and seldom misses an opportunity 

to report the heinous misdeeds of children to their parents. Randy Clowd is 

very unpopular among Langwoodites.

Clowd is a runty little bachelor in his 30s with beady eyes, bad teeth and 

perpetually dirty fingernails. His job is driving one of the shit-sucking trucks 

at Sal’s Septic Service.

All Clowd sees tonight is a couple of nutty kids and the retard, all jumping 

around like idiots.

The next morning, as Dad is filling the underground tanks at Burgen’s on 

the highway, Randy Clowd strikes up a conversation with him. Randy just 
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wants Dad to know he saw me hanging out with the retard, dancing like fools 

on the main drag last night.

“That Wosniak is one sandwich short of a picnic, you know, Johnny? 

And that Swedeman kid nobody’s sure about, he was with him, too. They 

was jumping around and singing some heathen song. That’s bad company for 

a lad, don’t you think?”

Dad thanks Randy for letting him know and proceeds with his work. Clowd 

wanders away, his query unanswered. Dad knows Clowd judges everyone in 

Langwood and finds nearly everyone sinners and/or heathens. Dad also knows 

Clowd doesn’t think much of him, because of his boozing and his offspring.

“Asshole,” Dad says quietly to himself.

Still, as he plies the bone-dry gravel road to Ocknychuk’s Store in Olha, 

sending up a plume of dust that hangs in the air for five miles behind the 

truck, Dad starts to let Clowd’s words etch their italics into his mind. Retard, 

bad company, heathen, nobody’s sure about. His mood edges away from the 

afternoon, the easy driving, the clear bright light edging white fleecelets in the 

prairie sky, the sweet clean smell of a field of blooming alfalfa. In their place, 

he is transported into dark battle again. He always survives as he drives on, his 

lips craving the sweet liquor, desirous of the burn in his throat, nerves thirsty, 

sphincter tight.

“Damn Nazis, damn kid. Damn Nazis, damn kid,” Dad says aloud as Porky 

plays Six Days on the Road by Dave Dudley on Canada’s Friendly Giant’s 

afternoon western music show. Dad knows there is no connection between 

the Nazis and me. Still, as he pours the last few fingers of a cheap Canadian 

whisky into a little flowered tumbler after work that day, he spends a few 

wincing moments disabling the connection, erasing it from the description of 

his son, his flesh and blood. Disabling, too, the thought that if Clowd thinks 

that, how many others think that? Who? Who the hell are they? Who the hell 

do they think they are? Who gives a shit, anyway? Every question requires 

enough poison to sear it out of the room, the mind, the memory.

“Asshole!” Dad yells in the empty metal room. “Asshole!”
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August 1964

As I head to Peel’s Place at a quarter to ten on an August morning for 

today’s trip, the heat is already oppressive. I’m wearing clean jeans, high 

tops and a white tank top Mom and Dad gave me for my birthday. They said 

it’ll show off my new muscles and my tan. And it does! I shaved this morning 

and even put a daub of aftershave on. I’m ready for the east run, ready to see 

Mag Amy and have been for months. I think of her breasts and her promise 

often. I’m nervous and excited.

“Morning, Percy.”

“Morning, Jim.” Percy takes a long look at me. “You thought about this day.”

“You know I have, Percy, and you know why.”

“Stay focused on your job. Don’t let me down. Load up those boxes and 

I’ll get the thermoses and tool kit.”

We load up the Nomad. Percy lights a Black Cat, dons his fedora at a jaunty 

angle and we head north up Highway 21.

“It’s a scorcher today!” Percy exclaims. “Hope the records don’t warp.”

“That would be bad. What’s new for the boxes today?”

“Well, new Drifters, Supremes, Springfield – what’s her name?”

“Dusty.”

“Right, her and one other at your suggestion, oh, that Bread and Butter song.”
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“The Newbeats. Isn’t that fun? Top Ten for sure. What’s been hot lately?”

“Beatles and Beach Boys right now. I Get Around and A Hard Day’s Night 

neck and neck. The lollipop song.”

“My Boy Lollipop, Millie Small. Great beat!”

“That’s been getting more plays than I thought it could. Country hits are 

Dang Me, Understand Your Man.”

“I love the horns in that!”

“Even Saginaw still gets plays.”

“What other Beatles songs are hot on the boxes?”

“I keep She Loves You and Hold Your Hand in all the boxes for now. That 

Secret one?”

“Do You Want to Know a Secret?”

“It’s the other really popular one. Oh, and Twist and Shout. I keep My 

Guy in all my boxes, too.”

“Sweet Mary Wells.” CKY plays Rag Doll as we approach Eaglestone. 

“Have you got some new polkas for Dimitri and…I forget…”

“Marlena. Don’t forget the customers’ names, Jim. I brought four new 

ones to put in.”

“Are they paying off?”

“It’s an anomaly, Jim. Polkas get more plays than The Beatles at Camalski’s.”

“No. I don’t believe that!”

“Here’s why. Dimitri was telling me last time that people come in, play the 

jukebox and dance around his restaurant for hours. He stays open late some 

evenings when the dancers won’t leave. Every spin around the floor brings 

in the coins for us. He’s very surprised at how much he’s making from that 

Seeburg. I’m surprised, too, frankly.”

“He might turn into a jukebox dance hall. There’s an idea whose time has 

come, ya think, Percy?”

I can tell Percy is mulling over the idea. “Jukebox dance hall,” he says aloud 

twice as he parks in front of Camalski’s. We can hear polka music coming from 

inside the café. Percy grins at me and nods.

Inside, a middle-aged couple, both red-faced, are cutting a rug to The Beer 
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Barrel Polka, a classic. Dimitri stands clapping next to the jukebox. He sees us 

come in just as the music ends.

“Percy, the Jukebox Man and Polka King.”

“I thought you were the Polka King, Dimitri,” Percy laughs as they shake 

hands.

“Only when you’re not in town, Percy. It is good for you to put waltzes 

in the jukebox, too. People like to change their dancings.”

“You remember Jim, my excellent assistant.”

“Hello, Jim. Nice to be seeing you again.”

“Likewise, Dimitri. How’s Marlena?”

“Here she comes.” Bustling out of the kitchen comes Marlena, extremely 

pregnant, her red face slashed with her toothy grin, her doughy hands clutching 

and re-clutching a tea towel.

“Hello, Percy. Hello, Jim. Got some new polkas?”

“Hello, Marlena. Of course I have new polkas. I wouldn’t dare show my 

face around here with no new polkas. How’s the baby coming along?”

“Kicking to get out, I think.”

“You’re polkaing for two, then, Marlena,” I jest. It fails. They don’t get it. 

They both look at me blankly.

“He means there’s two of you dancing, you and the baby, Marlena.”

Dimitri and Marlena figure it out at the same moment and laugh a little.

“You funny boy, Jim,” Marlena says as she runs her hand across my cheek. 

“And you grow so much in last year.”

“I had my appendix out, then a growth spurt started.”

“Some shoulders.” Marlena runs her palms over my bare shoulders several 

times. “I like.” She looks me in the eye and starts to laugh. “I like.” She laughs 

harder. Dimitri and Percy share in the mirth, as does the dancing couple now 

seated at a table having lunch. Marlena laughs harder still and her face reddens. 

I can feel heat from her face standing three feet away. She grips the back of a 

chair to support herself and her glee. Short of breath, she inhales deeply and 

releases it with a weird giggle and a splashing sound. She looks at the floor. 

It’s covered with glistening fluid. “Baby coming!” she yells. “Baby coming!”
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“Her water’s broke. Call the operator for an ambulance, Dimitri.” Percy 

is in charge. “Jim, help me get her lying down. C’mon, Marlena, you lie down 

on the floor now. The help will be right here.”

The dining couple leave hurriedly. Marlena is breathing hard and fast. Her 

face turns pale then reddens, pale then reddens. I think of the phases of the 

moon. We get her horizontal on the floor away from the wet spot. Percy uses 

several tablecloths as a pillow for her head. Marlena draws up her legs and 

starts to howl, her eyes squeezed shut, her mouth wide open. Mixed with the 

howl she gasps, “Baby coming.” A minute later Percy sees the head of the baby.

“Push, Marlena, push hard. Push like you’re pushing a plough through 

the earth. Push, girl, push!”

Percy holds a yellow tablecloth ready for the baby. With a slow popping 

sound the whole baby comes out and Percy gently catches it in the tablecloth. 

He makes sure the cord isn’t around its neck and swaddles the newborn. 

“You’ve got a son,” Percy announces to Marlena.

Dimitri has just returned from calling the ambulance. “A son! A son! A 

son!” He bends to Marlena, kisses her pale face and laughs. “We have a son!”

The baby isn’t breathing. Percy sees that, takes it gently by the legs, holds 

it upside down and gives it a few small pats on the back. Nothing. Another 

harder pat. Nothing. Marlena is starting to scream. Dimitri is frozen to his 

spot. The baby is taking on a bluish tint. One more hard pat, the baby coughs, 

a bit of fluid comes out of his mouth and he starts to cry. Percy lets out a sigh. 

“Good boy,” he whispers to the infant. Deftly with his penknife Percy cuts 

the cord and wraps the baby back up in the yellow tablecloth.

I check my watch. It’s 10:55. “Your baby was born at 10:55, for the record,” 

I announce.

“Good thinking, Jim,” says Percy.

I feel very pale as I sit alone in a booth by the window. I’ve never seen a 

baby being born before. Wow! I’m more in awe of Percy than ever. He just 

delivered a baby on the floor of a café! Percy did!

“You okay, Jim?” Percy asks.

“I’m good. Wow!”
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In the distance the whine of the ambulance starts to bounce around the 

valley on the side of which Eaglestone perches. A minute later its blare fills the 

whole town. It stops at the café door. Suddenly two men enter, one carrying a 

black bag, the other a stretcher. They could be the same guys who took Wedge. 

I’m not sure. Everyone is glad to see them.

Within minutes they have the baby and the mother secured on the stretcher.

“Now I just polka for one, Jim,” says Marlena from the stretcher as they 

carry her out.

Since the ambulance men are happy with the condition of mother and child, 

there is no siren when they leave. Dimitri stays to clean up, then will follow 

them to the hospital in Stammers Lake.

“Percy, how can I thank you for what…”

“Dimitri, you can’t thank me because I won’t let you. I wish you, Marlena 

and your son only the best the world has to offer. May you have long, happy 

lives together.”

“Thank you, Percy. Percy. Of course we will name him Percy. Percy 

Camalski.”

I’ve never seen Percy blush before, but he is red. And humbled into 

speechlessness. I’ve never seen that before, either.

“You do jukebox, I clean up,” suggests Dimitri.

Percy and I open the Seeburg, do a quick clean and wipe, check the stylus, 

change 12 records and lock her up just as Dimitri finishes cleaning the café 

floor and is writing a sign that says, “Closed for baby boy” to put on the front 

door. Percy counts out the coins, divides them up, gives Dimitri $57.05 and 

puts the rest in his collection bag.

“Congratulations on your new family, Dimitri. Give Marlena my best,” 

Percy says.

“And mine,” I chime in.

“Thank you, gentle men. You are forever a part of my family and I will 

help if you call on me.”

We both shake hands with Dimitri. As we’re putting our stuff in the wagon 

he’s hanging the sign in the door window. It’s upside down.
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“He’s a little distracted,” Percy chuckles. “Keep in mind, Jim, she was 

laughing with wild delight at your body when she went into labour.”

“But you delivered the baby. You’ve done that before, haven’t you?”

“I have. That’s all I can say about that. We’re quite a team, eh, Jim? Crawford 

and Peel Induction and Delivery Service.”

I laugh. “Perfect name.”

“We can deliver anything you can conceive.”

The miles fly by and we drive into Stammers Lake and park in front of 

the Hollyhock. I’m nervous.

“Relax, Jim.”

We unload the little boxes and tool kit. The heat is intense and it’s no cooler 

inside the Hollyhock, its only customers two teenage girls about my age sharing 

a bottle of Coke. They both giggle. The jukebox is playing She Loves You. 

When the song ends and no other starts, Percy opens the box.

Mag Amy comes out of the back with a big smile, her hair shiny black, her 

eyes sparkling, wearing a flowered dress that is wrapped around her.

“Harro Meester Pucee, harro Jim.” She does a spin, revealing a red flower 

tucked into the back of her hair, and reaches up to kiss Percy on the cheek.

“Hello, Mag Amy. Don’t you look ravishing today!” Percy exclaims and 

means it. She does.

“I second that,” I say, smiling. Mag Amy turns from Percy to me and 

everything goes into slow motion. She reaches up, takes my cheek in her hand 

and kisses me fondly, deeply on the mouth. The kiss lasts just short of forever.

“Jim, you grow big since when. Remember when? Now you more man, 

more ready.”

I nod and think I look goofy. Percy’s stifled laugh confirms it. The two 

girls giggle.

“Look how strong, girls,” Mag Amy says. She runs her hand across my 

chest. “Strong and handsome.” She runs her hand around my head. “You make 

muscle, Jim.” She makes a flexing motion. I curl my arms and chest as best I can 

as she runs her hands over my arms and down my back. “Muscle all over, too.” 

She grabs my crotch. which makes me fold, and everyone laughs, especially 
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Mag Amy. “You like him, girls?” Mag Amy questions the teenagers. Through 

their giggles they nod and say, “Sexy.” Mag Amy says, “Sexy, sexy, sexy,” and 

starts a little dance around me. “Solly, girls. He mine,” she says. Laughing, she 

grabs me by my belt and whisks me through the door at the back of the café.

She hauls me down a dim hallway, around a corner, up a flight of stairs 

and into a bedroom, both of us laughing all the way. She locks the door and 

turns toward me. I reach for her but she steps away and says, “No. I say what 

when. You be Jim, just Jim.” I start to take off my tank top. “No!” she says. 

“Leave on clothes. I say when. I show you what. You stand there. I show you.”

I’m trembling a little and thinking what an idiot I was to believe this would 

go exactly as I have fantasized over and over. Mag Amy turns on a small record 

player. An LP starts to spin. She sets the needle on the record and exotic-

sounding music with drones and odd drums quietly fills the room. She lights a 

stick of something that smokes and smells very Eastern, I guess. It’s new to me.

“What’s that?”

“Incense. Smell good, yes?”

“Oh, yes!” This is already better than I imagined and I don’t even have 

an erection yet. Wow!

Mag Amy sways gently to the music, slowly moving her body, arching and 

bending. She never takes her eyes off me. As she dances she slowly slips off the 

wraparound dress, which falls into an arc on the floor. She’s wearing only a 

small pair of white panties. Her breasts sway to the music as she moves her arms 

sensuously in erotic patterns. The aroma from the incense is growing stronger. I’m 

transfixed by her motion, her nakedness, her willingness. She dances toward me 

and pulls the flower from her hair. Her hair falls in long glossy strands over her 

naked shoulders. She caresses my face and places the flower behind my right ear. 

“Dance with me, Jim,” she says, teasing my lips with hers, nipping not kissing.

She puts her arms around my neck and presses her body against mine. I 

definitely have an erection now! We sway together as I wrap my arms around 

her bare back. When I touch her skin I feel relaxed. My shoulders loosen, my 

chest pops and I feel the warmth of her body. Mag Amy pushes herself away 

a bit, pulls my hands on her breasts and gazes into my eyes.
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“You dreaming with me again, Jim?” I nod. “You like?” I like.

Everything about Mag Amy’s breasts is as I imagined: smooth, round, 

soft, weighty with dark pink nipples. I’ve never felt anything like them before.

She says, “Open your mouth.” I do. She puts two fingers in my mouth 

and moves them around. I’m very hard, almost painfully hard now. She runs 

her other hand over my crotch, breaks away and dances around the room, 

humming in harmony to the song. As she turns and spins, she takes off the 

white panties. She stands coyly, crosses her legs and giggles, pointing at my 

crotch. “Take off clothes.” Her voice is sweet and demanding. “Now!” I am 

naked in well under 30 seconds. “Now I make you man, Jim Crawford.”

And she does.

The Number One song is A Hard Day’s Night by The Beatles.

I am no longer a virgin when I walk out the door of the Hollyhock, loading 

the record boxes into the wagon. Mag Amy and Percy stand and chat; she 

holds a fifty-dollar bill and some twenties, he holds a little paper bag, fortune 

cookies. She looks very satisfied. So does Percy.

“Nice to see Meester Pucee. Nice to see Jim.”

“Thanks, Mag Amy,” I say, blushing. She blows me a kiss. I can almost 

feel it landing on me, feel her lips all over me again. I quickly retreat to the 

car and sit in extra afterglow. I feel floaty, alive, happy in a whole new way. A 

happiness I want to feel again and again and again.

As new and wonderful as this feeling is, there is something inside it that 

is familiar, necessary, beyond both Mag Amy and me, something completely 

ordinary yet completely mysterious.

Even before he starts the car, Percy says, “No warped records so far, Jim.”

“How was the take?” I ask as we drive out of Stammers Lake toward 

Newhooten. I can still smell the incense she burned.

“Mag Amy got $75 even and we got $104. Very good. In the summer more 

kids are in town, tourist kids from the city with lots of cash for the box. Beatles 

doing great business here, almost as much as the Beauty Queen and Benderglen.”

“Wow! Great! Fortune cookies to boot?”

Percy points to the bag. “Crack one open.”
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There are two in the bag. I pull one out and it crumbles in my hand, the slip 

of paper falling to the floor. I search around for it. “It says, You are growing 

toward the sun.”

“Yes, you are.” Percy’s cookie crumbles, too, but he catches the paper and 

reads, “We never know how much we influence others. Two bites of truth for 

us, Jim.”

CKY plays a flashback, Little Richard’s Long Tall Sally. Percy turns up the 

radio. It’s raw rock and roll. It feels right from the source. I’ll have to listen to 

more rock and roll oldies. They follow it with House of the Rising Sun.

“Love that Little Richard record. Bark played it to death when it came 

out. Here’s a quote you won’t find in Hit Parader: Little Richard once said, 

‘Rock and roll is about fuckin’.’ I think he’s right. And now you know what 

he meant. You put that together with what happened to you today and you’ll 

have a whole new understanding of music, of your time.’’

“Rock and roll is about fuckin’,” I ponder.

“This song is about fuckin’,” says Percy as the Animals finish up and Dusty 

Springfield starts Wishin’ and Hopin’. “This song is about fuckin’,” says Percy. 

He’s right. Every song from here to Newhooten is about fuckin’.

The Blake Hotel in Newhooten looks even more rundown this year. Its 

once-white paint is peeling off all over the building, exposing the red bricks 

underneath. It looks like it’s covered in zits. We’re the only car in the parking 

lot, in fact, the only car on Main Street.

As usual, Percy tends the box in the beer parlour and I have a drink in the 

restaurant, which doesn’t smell too bad despite the heat. I sit in the booth at 

the window but there is nary a dead fly in sight. None on the sill or the table 

ledge and just a few buzzing around. A young guy comes out of the kitchen 

and brings a menu. He looks a couple years older than me.

“Look at a menu?” he asks. He has an accent.

“Sure,” I say. “I’ll have a Stubby root beer.”

“Righto.” A minute later he brings the drink. “’Ere you go, mate. What’ll 

ya have?”

“You have an accent. Are you from England?”
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“Righto. Mark Blake is my uncle. Me dad and me are visitin’ wit’ ’im for 

a few weeks. I’m Kivin Blake.” He reaches out, we shake.

“Hello, Kevin.”

“No, it’s Kivin. No e, two i’s. Kivin.”

“Pleased to know you, Kivin. I’m Jim Crawford from Langwood, just up 

the road apiece. I’m with Percy, who services the jukeboxes.”

“You like music, then?”

“Love it! You?”

“Oh, yeah! Who do you like?”

My list is long, starts with The Beatles, moves through Motown and soul 

and rock and roll then back to England.

“I’m impressed, mate. I’ve never ’eard’a some of those. ’Ere’s my list.”

Kivin’s list is also long and includes a lot of the same names, with a few 

brand-new ones from both sides of the Atlantic.

“You stumped me on a few, there. I like Manfred Mann.”

“Oh yeah. Hubble Bubble, Do Wah Diddy Diddy.”

“Haven’t heard Hubble Bubble. How about the Rolling Stones? Not Fade 

Away, It’s All Over Now?”

“Their first record was a Beatles song called I Wanna Be Your Man.”

“It was on Beatlemania! With the Beatles.”

“It was just called With the Beatles in England and it was their second album 

there, not their first like here. Their first UK album was Please Please Me.”

“Is that right? We’re getting different albums, then. Same songs but in a 

mish-mash.”

Kivin and me chat away for half an hour. A few times I want to tell him 

what just happened to me, that I’m not a virgin any more, that I’ve had sex! He 

tells me about the Mods and the Rockers, rival groups with distinctive fashions 

and lifestyles. Kivin says he’s a Mod. I ask him what that means.

“It’s the music: American soul, ska, blue beat, rhythm and blues. Not beat 

music like The Beatles, but I secretly love ’em,” he laughs. “Mod bands you 

should listen for are the Yardbirds, the Kinks and the Who. Funny names, yes, 

but great rhythm and blues bands. The new sound.”
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“The Yardbirds, the Kinks and the Who. I’ll watch for them. I love your 

accent.”

“And I love yours,” Kivin says and we both laugh. “Mods ride scooters like 

Vespas and we dress in tight-fitting suits, like a Victorian accountant on purps.”

“Purps? What’s that?”

“Purple hearts. We don’t smoke Mary Jane. We do purps. Pills that keep 

you speeding right along.”

“What’s Mary Jane?”

Kivin leans toward me. “Marijuana. You get high on it.”

That’s what Dirk had at Stammers Lake! “Do you get high from purps?” 

I query.

“No, you speed right along. It’s hard to explain.”

Chug-a-Lug by Roger Miller comes floating in from the beer parlour, 

followed by Percy.

“Hey, Percy. This is Kivin Blake from England.”

“Hello, Kevin.”

“No, it’s Kivin. No e, two i’s,” Kivin corrects.

“Kivin. Of course. My pleasure. I met your dad in the beer parlour. Let’s 

pitter patter, Jim.” He leaves a quarter on the counter and exits.

“Good to meet you, Kivin. Keep on being Mod. It’s cool.”

“Cool as you, Jim Crawford. Rock on, prairie boy.”

In the wagon Percy says, “That’s the poorest take we’ve ever had from the Blake. 

Mark was saying he’ll probably close it down and move back home because both 

his daily alcoholic customers died. After 18 years in Newhooten he’s going back 

to Mother England. His brother Errol is rich and has work for him in Manchester, 

where they’re from. The Blake’s days are numbered, Jim, as the prairies empty out.”

Percy has headed up Highway 4. “Not going to Hammock today?”

“I forgot to tell you. I was at Kerouac’s a few days back after a belt gave 

out on his parlour box, so they’re up to speed. Have you heard anything about 

that Stabalski kid, Dirk?”

“The cops haven’t found him so I guess he’s still out there somewhere.” I sweep 

my hand across the dash, indicating the whole wide world. “Out there somewhere.”
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“You miss him, don’tcha?”

“Langwood’s not the same without him.”

I remember everything Dirk told me, all the weird stuff, and I’m starting to think 

I need to tell somebody about Uncle Tony and Roy Buckley. Not Percy, though.

“I heard that Bill Stabalski caught a hernia and is laid up for a few months, 

can’t work. Bad luck follows that man like a shadow,” Percy observes.

“Anyway, it’s been a big day for us! Birth of a baby, your first time, the 

end of the Blake.”

“My first time,” I say to myself, as if there will be others. “Does it show?” 

I ask Percy.

“Does what show?”

“My first time. Do I look different?”

Percy chuckles. “You have a pair of cute little horns sprouting from your 

forehead.”

I’m horrified! “I DO?” I turn the rear-view as Percy gets a good laugh. I 

don’t. Of course.

“No, Jim. You look the same, but you feel very different inside now. 

Something important has changed for you and you are experiencing it in many 

ways. Go with it. Life is happening to you right now. And…you can think 

about thinking; don’t forget that.”

I’m still examining my head all over. No horns anywhere. Not even nubs. 

What a relief!

“Another thing, Jim. None of the events of the day will make appropriate 

dinner conversation at the Crawford household tonight, or any night. People 

need their privacy. You need your privacy. You gather and hold secrets as you 

age, another sign of becoming a man. I appreciate your discretion, Jim.”

“Got it, Percy. Just between you and me, right?”

“Right. Not even your buddies…for now. Got it?”

“I was going to tell Park.”

“I asked for discretion, Jim. That is not discretion. Being discreet is another 

responsibility of being an adult. Study the word. Think about it. Apply it to 

your life.”
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“Okay. Sorry.”

“You have your shirt on inside out and backwards.”

I flip my shirt.

It isn’t easy to keep the details of my day from Mom and Dad, at least the 

Percy and the baby part. Our dinner table has always felt like a place of honesty, 

but there are boundaries to that, apparently; new boundaries. I’m starting to 

collect secrets, like Percy said.

In bed, thinking about my day, it all feels so dreamlike, as if it happened 

to someone else and I got to watch. But it happened to me, of that there is no 

doubt. I’m reassured by knowing where my semen went this time. Mag Amy 

had a rubber which she expertly rolled onto me. Afterward the rubber had an 

inch of come in the bottom. Mag Amy wrapped it in a tissue and said, “You 

want keep, Jim?” then she laughed her wicked little laugh. “I flush?” she asks. 

“Okay.” She gave me two rubbers in their little square packages and said, 

“Here. You practice on girl, Jim,” and she laughed again.

I hide one of the rubbers under my socks in the second drawer down on 

my bureau, the same place Dad keeps his. The other one I stash in a box of old 

toys on the top shelf in my closet, just in case.

Just as I fall asleep, Little Richard’s quote passes through my mind: “Rock 

and roll is about fuckin’.”

“You got that right, Richard, you got that right!” I whisper into the night.

In the morning the first thing I do after I wake up is thoroughly check my 

head for horns and nubs. None, even after three checks. Percy got me good with 

that one. I stare at my head in the mirror and see no sign of change. My arms and 

chest look the same. Nothing different, but everything is different. I see Park’s 

picture on my mirror. “I need to talk to Park.” Then I stop and think. “No, I’ll 

keep it a secret for a few days, just between me and me. One of my new secrets.”

It’s slow and hot at the Texaco warehouse. The phone rings twice all day. 

Two small orders. I’m bored even with the radio. I’m restless and can’t sit 
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still. Park’s at the dentist in Russell today. Dad doesn’t come home for lunch. 

The truck broke down on the road, but he’s got it under control. Mom and 

me have cool cucumber sandwiches and green salad, and two-tone pudding, 

which is vanilla and chocolate lovingly swirled together, chilled to the perfect 

temperature.

“Anything doing at the yard?” Mom asks as she clears our pudding dishes 

away.

“Two small orders. Quiet otherwise. Boring.”

“What?! Did I just hear Jim Crawford say he’s bored? Impossible, since I 

thought he had a wild imagination and the gift of the gab, not to mention an 

excellent vocabulary. Why don’t you take your Quiet Riter to work and write 

something, anything, to spur your creativity? Say it! Express it! Get it out!”

“That’s a great idea. I’ll carry it back with me after lunch.”

It isn’t such a great idea after all. The typewriter is heavy and when I set 

it up on the warehouse desk and roll in a sheet of paper I just sit there staring 

at the blank page. My thoughts are still in bed skin to skin with Mag Amy.

When I close my eyes and breathe deeply I can smell the incense and feel 

Mag Amy’s little hands moving over my body and moving my hands around 

her body, showing me where to touch, where to caress, where to suck, where to 

kiss. Her black hair spread against the white pillow, I see the excited expression 

on her face as she spreads her legs, takes my rubber-sheathed cock in hand 

and directs it inside of her. “Gentle, Jim, gentle waves on shore,” she whispers. 

“Gentle waves on shore. Hurricane later.” She giggles.

I am rolling with the waves, back and forth, in and out, the rhythm of 

the earth, melting and reforming, in and out. I speed up a little and Mag Amy 

starts to groan, her face a mask of pleasure. A little faster and I start to groan 

with her. My breathing is heavy. After a few minutes Mag Amy starts making 

small chirping sounds. Heat pours through my body from my head to my toes 

as I press hard inside her, hold it there and come mightily, gasping, jerking, 

sweating in this new heat we have created together.

Mag Amy holds me down on top of her and I thrust a little more. She feels 

as hot as I do. We are slippery with sweat.
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“You good, Jim,” Mag Amy says with little kisses. Half laughing, half 

gasping, I feel my cock shrink and slip out of her. I’m startled back to the 

warehouse by a rap on the metal door.

“Who’s minding the store?”

I hadn’t even heard Chris Coacher pull into the yard. He owns Coacher 

Construction. They’re repaving some of Highway 45 this summer and Texaco 

got the fuel and oil contract.

“Hi, Mister Coacher.” There’s a young guy with him.

“Oh, hi. It’s Jim, right?”

“Right.”

“Hi, Jim. This is Mike. Mike, this is Jim.” We nod at each other.

Mike looks rough. He might be 20, big and muscular. His boots are caked 

with black mud and his jeans are ripped at both knees and dirty all over. He’s not 

wearing a shirt, revealing cuts and scratches on his arms and chest, dirty smudges 

on his torso and a dark tan. Mike’s face is dirty, his straggly hair hasn’t been 

washed or combed in days and his big hands are filthy. He smells strongly of BO 

and machinery. The most fascinating thing about Mike is the small silver pin with 

little balls at both ends stuck through his left nipple. I can’t take my eyes off it.

“What can I help you with, Mister Coacher?”

“John said he was shorted on an oil order last week and I’m wondering 

if the rest of it has arrived. I’m in town getting some supplies and thought I’d 

check before I left.” I keep staring at Mike’s nipple.

“Oh, yeah, Dad mentioned it came yesterday. The special order.” Coacher 

needs a certain kind of oil for the gravel crusher and the asphalt machine. “I’ll 

find it for you.”

“Go help,” Coacher says to Mike. “I’m gonna use the shitter.” He heads 

toward the outhouse in the far corner of the yard.

“I’ll move ’em,” Mike says to me.

I point out the eight cases to Mike, still staring at his nipple. With ease Mike 

moves the cases to the platform, jumps down and piles them into the box of 

the half-ton in no time. He leaps back onto the platform.

“This your summer job?” Mike asks.
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“Yeah, with my dad. Monday, Wednesday and Friday, answering phones, 

keeping the customer satisfied.” I keep glancing at Mike’s nipple.

“You like this?” Mike says, touching his nipple with the pin through it 

and smiling.

I’m a little embarrassed. “I’m curious about it. What’s it made of?”

“It’s silver.”

“Did it hurt getting it put in?”

“A little bit but fuck all. It’s called piercing, like a pierced ear.”

“Piercing. Did it bleed?”

“Maybe two drops.”

“Can you feel it there all the time?” I touch my own nipple through my shirt.

“No.”

“Do you have to wear it for the rest of your life?”

Mike chuckles. “No, one of the balls screws off and I can take it out if I 

want. But I can’t leave it out too much or the hole will grow back in and I’ll 

have to get it pierced again.”

“Why did you get it pierced?”

Mike stares at me with a little smirk on his face, making me wait for his 

answer. “Because I’m a rebel. I’m not like everybody else.”

I ponder that for a few seconds. “How did you first know that?”

“Know what?”

“That you’re a rebel. How do you know that?”

“I feel it. I feel it in my head and in my heart, in my guts and in my nuts, 

in every drop of my blood I got. I feel like a rebel all the time.”

“You’re a rebel all the time.” He’s got me thinking about this. “I feel like 

a rebel sometimes, I guess,” still staring at his nipple.

“You wanna touch it?”

“Sure. Does it hurt to touch it?”

“It never hurts.”

The two little balls make it feel like three nipples in a row, kinda. Otherwise 

it feels like my nipple with a bar through it. Mike’s watching my face. “Your 

curiosity satisfied?” he says to me.
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“Thanks, Mike.” We can hear Coacher coming back from the outhouse. 

“It’s good to meet a rebel,” I say, extending my hand to Mike and smiling. He 

smirks and shakes my hand, hurting it a little and leaving a dark oil smudge 

on my palm. I reach for a rag as Coacher comes up the stairs.

“All locked and loaded, boys?”

“All done but the paperwork. I’ll do the bill up quick.” One copy goes to 

Coacher – it has a small oil stain on it – another goes into his file and the third 

is for headquarters.

“Thanks, Mister Coacher.”

“Take care, Jim.” Coacher waves at me.

I watch Mike climb in the driver’s side. He pauses before closing the door, 

looks at me and says, “Good to know you, fellow rebel.” I give him a quick 

wave. The expensive truck purrs out of the yard.

“Fellow rebel.” I say aloud a few times. I sit back down at the desk and 

stare at the blank page. My fingers start to peck.

Today I met a fellow rebel…

Two days later it’s 90 degrees as I lounge shirtless in the office. The radio’s 

on the fritz so I’m listening to the tin warehouse crackle in the heat. Friday is 

usually a busy day, everybody stocking up for the weekend, but not today. The 

heat has pressed everything into listlessness. Dad’s on the road south delivering 

a thousand gallons to three farmers and a gas station.

Breaking the afternoon silence is the noise of a motorcycle, a big motorcycle. 

Reggie Allen, who had the only bike in town, moved to Alberta two weeks ago, 

so it can’t be him. I race to the front platform facing the street. From behind 

the big tanks, the bike emerges and roars into the yard.

A young guy in jeans, cowboy boots, no shirt, baseball cap (on backwards 

yet) and sunglasses rides a throbbing Harley-Davidson. I can’t place him until 

he parks, takes off the glasses and smiles.

“Mike! Good to see you again.”
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“You, too, Jim.” Mike leaps onto the platform with easy grace. “I’m done 

for the week and was heading by here so thought I’d stop and see a fellow 

rebel for a few minutes. You alone?”

“Just me and the tin shack.”

Mike’s cleaned himself up since Wednesday. His jeans aren’t dirty, neither 

is he, his hair flowing out from under the cap is clean. He smells of Old Spice 

and machinery. The biggest change is his nipple. Instead of a bar, it now sports 

a silver ring. He notices my stare.

“I changed my jewelry. Like it?”

I do, but in a different way. The bar was fascinating, powerful, dominated the 

nipple. The ring is softer, inviting; opening and closing a circle with a key of flesh.

“Yeah, very cool.”

“When I was here before I thought to myself, Jim’s probably the kind of 

guy who likes to get high, yeah?”

The idea of getting high has arisen several times over the past year but never 

with much clarity. My curiosity has been aroused about it. “Yeah, I’d like to.”

Mike smiles and nods. He reaches into the coin pocket of his jeans and 

pulls out two white sticks.

“Here, some primo stuff.” He hands them to me. “They’re joints,” he says. 

“Marijuana cigarettes, grass.”

“Why are you giving me these?”

“My gift to a fellow rebel in case we never see each other again. And so 

you can get high.”

My surprise and bewilderment are obvious.

“Here’s what you do. Wet them quickly in your mouth before you light 

them to slow down the burn. Light them and take little sips, little inhales or 

else you’ll cough up a lung. You’ll cough, but it won’t matter in a few minutes. 

Smoke with a good friend for double the fun. You’ll get stoned, Jim, but don’t 

worry, you won’t get addicted. Grass isn’t like that, it’s a plant that grows wild 

and it helps people to grow wild, too. After you smoke this, Jim, you’ll know 

things that very few people know; you’ll know things that only rebels know.”

“Really? Like what?”
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“Only one way to find out.” Mike points at the joints. “Don’t tell your 

parents. If anybody catches you smoking this, you don’t know where it came 

from because you found it. Got it?”

“Got it. Thanks, Mike.”

“I’m glad we understand each other. It’s good to know you, Jim.” Mike 

flicks his nipple ring with his finger. “The road is calling me.”

“Where you headed?”

“This way, that way, every which way. Catch you on the rebound, brother.”

Mike slides his sunglasses over his eyes, jumps off the platform, fires up 

the Harley and roars out of the yard, leaving behind heat, silence and two 

joints of marijuana.

Sheesh, as Dirk would say.

On Sunday evening Park and me watch the sun set over the rolling hills west 

of Langwood. Below us the placid lake reflects the waning colours perfectly. 

Small flocks of blackbirds who’ve nested in the reeds around the north end of 

the lake practice group flight over the water.

“Great summer, but fast,” Park says.

“Flew by.” The birds swarm directly above us. We can hear the frenzied 

fluttering of their wings.

“I wonder where Dirk is tonight?” Park sounds sad.

“I miss him, too. I hope he’s getting by. He’s only ever been to Winnipeg 

twice with his folks so he doesn’t know city life at all.” In the distance a semi 

gears down to turn off Highway 4 into Langwood.

I’ve kept my secret long enough now. It’s time to tell Park about Mag Amy.

“I need to tell you something, Park.” I look at Park’s open face. “I’m not a virgin 

any more.” Park’s face breaks into surprise and happiness with his quirky little smile.

“Fantastic! Neither am I!”

My turn to be delighted and surprised as we both laugh and punch each 

other in the shoulder.
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“You go first,” says Park.

I haven’t told him about my first blow job from Mag Amy, so that’s where 

I start my story, ending it in the bedroom of the Hollyhock. Most of the time 

Park’s mouth hangs open.

“Wow! Just wow! How old is Mag Amy, Jim?”

“Percy said she’s 28.”

“Almost twice as old as you! You started with a teacher.”

“Your turn, Park. Who was it?”

The dramatic pause. “Shelley Shankmann.”

“You devil! Fucked the Shank!” We both laugh. “Her brother Regal had 

been bugging me to tell him about weightlifting. I ran into him downtown one 

day and we went to the house. His dad was away on business and his mom 

someplace else. It was just him and Shelley at home.”

“Regal’s what, nineteen?”

“About that. Anyway, we go to his room and he wants to see my muscles 

and for me to describe them. There’s a big mirror, so I take off my shirt and 

start describing the muscle groups and how we work them out. He wants to 

see the leg muscles, so I take off my jeans and show him the groups. Just then 

Shelley walks into the room. I’m wearing just my gotch. She’s wearing just a 

black bra and black panties. ‘Beat it, Regal,’ she says. ‘This one’s mine.’”

“Regal leaves and Shelley pushes me down onto the bed and climbs on top 

of me and starts grinding her crotch into mine. ‘You’re a virgin, aren’t you?’ 

she asks me. I nod and smile. ‘Not for long,’ she says. I’m hard when she pulls 

off my gotch and sucks on my big red dick. She takes off her bra and panties 

and tosses me a rubber. ‘I stole this from my father’s dresser. Know how to 

use it? Of course you don’t.’ She shows me, being pretty rough I think. She 

starts giving me orders, saying, ‘Stick it in, stick it in,’ real loud. And I do. 

‘All the way!’ And I do. ‘Now pump! Pump!’ And I do. ‘Faster, faster!’ I do. 

She grabs my head and I pucker, but she starts licking my face all over, yelling 

‘Pump! Pump!’ now and then. I yell really loud, which shuts her up. I’m 

pressed inside her as far as I can and feel the come juice squirt into the rubber. 

She’s still licking my face. ‘Good boy, good boy,’ she says and lets my head go. 
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‘You’re my sixth virgin, Park Swedeman. You’re the best. Take it out, now.’ 

I do and she takes off the rubber, ties it in a knot and puts it in the drawer of 

the nightstand. There’s two other knotted rubbers in there already. She tells 

me to get my clothes and get out. I do.”

“Wow! Just wow! When was that?”

“One of those days you were away with Percy. A week or so ago.”

“That’s when I was…we lost our virginity on the same day!” We both grin 

and silently nod, enjoying the sweetness of it all.

“What was weird about it was the whole time it felt like we were being 

watched,” says Park.

“Regal?”

“Probably. Oh well, it’s done. Next time it’ll be better. I won’t fuck a drill 

sergeant next time. Oh, for future reference, Shelley’s tits are about one-third 

tissue.” We express mock disappointment but little surprise.

The western sky is edging into deep twilight; indigo clouds glow on the 

horizon.

“I feel like I need to take this moment to quote a wise and very dear friend 

of mine, the renowned and honourable Park Swedeman, who once said, ‘It’s 

great having a cock!’ I concur with him 100%.” We laugh and roll in the 

grass that’s starting to dew up. “Something else: a guy gave me two marijuana 

cigarettes so we can get high.”

“Yeah, right, Santa Claus came right into the yard and handed you grass.”

“It’s true, he did, but it wasn’t Santa.” I tell Park the story, leaving out 

everyone’s name, and say I don’t have the joints with me but they’re well 

hidden. “I think we should take an afternoon this week and get high. Bike out 

to Frady’s Point, smoke, get high and skip a few stones.”

“You’re not kidding. I’m game. What day?”

“Tuesday after lunch.”

“Deal.”

The next day, Regal Shankmann approaches me and asks me to come to a 

party on Friday night. Apparently Shelley really wants me to be there.

“Tell Shelley I’m not a virgin,” I say to Regal and walk away. I’m not interested 
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in helping Shelley Shankmann build her reputation as a skank. Wedge taught me 

that word. That’s what he calls Shelley. I like the sound of it, very descriptive, skank.

Monday is humid and rainy with a few minutes of hail that pounds down onto 

the corrugated tin, turning the warehouse into a giant drum. A train passes at 

the same time, swirling the rain and hail into flying eddies that clatter against 

the metal boxcars. It’s a symphony of inclemency. The clouds clear and the 

temperature jumps to over 100 with the high humidity.

Tuesday is much less intense. A few clouds cross the blue dome; a 

constant west breeze cools our sweaty bodies as we bike in just shorts and 

sneakers to Frady’s Point. Located on the east side of Calliper Lake about 

three miles south of town, the point, actually an old sandbar, juts out into 

the water 50 feet. The east and south side have tall willows that offer shade 

and birdsong.

I’ve kept the joints safely hidden since last Friday. They have an odd, sweet 

smell to them that’s kind of skunky. I’ve thought about what Mike said to do 

to smoke them.

Park brought some cookies Clare made, I brought a couple of bananas 

and we both have a thermos. And our radios, of course. And the joints and…

damn, I forgot to bring matches.

“Kick my ass, Park. I forgot to bring matches.”

“No need. I brought some.” He fishes in his knapsack and produces two 

matchbooks from Konk’s.

“Two heads are better than one.” I dig the two joints out of my bag and 

show them to Park. “Smell them.” Park takes one and inhales its aroma.

“That’s an exotic smell,” Park says.

“Kind of…skunky, eh?”

“Yeah, that’s it. Tell me what the guy said to do.”

I go over the directions Mike told me. “He said a weird thing. After we 

smoke this, we will know things few people know, things that only rebels 
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know. That’s really driving my curiosity, Park. I keep wondering what we’ll 

know later today that we don’t know now.”

“Huh. Let’s find out.”

I wet the paper and light up the joint. I inhale much too much and start to 

cough violently as I hand the joint to Park, who takes a very small drag, coughs 

a little and hands it back to me. I take a small drag and cough less. Back and 

forth between us we pass the little white stick until it’s half done.

“Let’s save the rest for later,” I say, and start to laugh. “How do you feel, 

Park?”

Park is sitting across from me doodling in the sand with his finger, which 

he occasionally stares at for the longest time. He smiles and nods at me.

The gentle waters of Calliper Lake caress Frady’s Point as red-winged 

blackbirds flutter and chirp in the rushes along the shore. The sun feels novel, 

almost liquid on my bare skin. I can’t stop smiling. I lie down on my back 

and close my eyes. The sun loves me. The edges of my blood push against my 

veins as my heart receives messages from the sand and the water. Someone is 

laughing. It’s me. What’s so funny? Why am I laughing? Because I finally get 

it! I get the cosmic joke and laugh at the punchline, which is…that cloud looks 

like Italy…oh, I forgot the punchline. Nevertheless, I am full of joy, immersed 

in yet another kind of happiness whose source is everywhere. I am blissful. I 

guess I must be high.

“Jim. Jim.” Park is standing next to me, his shadow falling across me like 

an X. “Jim, are you high?” Park’s eyes are wide, his face is flushed and he 

looks happy.

“High, Park. Yes, I’m high. I feel very happy. How about you? Are you 

high, Park?”

He nods eagerly. “Look at your hands,” Park says as he stares at his own. I 

sit up and stare at my hands. “See all the things they’ve done and all the things 

they will ever do. They are all written on your hands. Can you see them, Jim?”

“Kind of.”

“After we’ve done all those things, we get to throw these hands away 

and grow new ones. Our hands moult. There’s a dance that goes along with 
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throwing away your hands. I’m going to do it now.”

Park is chuckling to himself. He walks to the edge of the point, his toes 

in the water. He starts to move with intermittent grace around the point, 

mumbling and shouting, his hands always being tossed away and rebounding 

off an invisible wall. We’re both laughing hard. I see the old hands fly off and 

the nubs of new hands appear, sprouting palms, fingers and nails which in turn 

are discarded for the ever new. The endless cycle is writ large in the heat on 

Frady’s Point by my best friend Park expressing his new eloquence.

“I’m hungry,” Park says, our laughter settling after he collapses on the sand 

next to me. I agree and we retreat to the willow shade. Park brought green 

Kool-Aid, which he pours into our thermos cups.

“I propose a toast,” he says. “To knowing new stuff.”

“To knowing new stuff,” I echo and we drink.

“Kool-Aid has never tasted so green.”

“Or so green…oh, you just said that.”

“Have a cookie. Mom baked them especially for you, Jim.”

“Sure, she did. Mmm, thank you, Clare. I think this is the most perfect 

cookie I’ve ever eaten.”

“They’re some stuff, for sure.”

Everything we brought to eat and drink tastes new and alive. The willows 

around us, weaving and rustling in the breeze, are new and alive, too.

“I feel very light and floaty,” Park says.

“Me, too. And everything is happening for the first time again.”

“Everything happening for the first time again. Exactly! The first time 

again. Brilliant.”

“Let’s finish that joint, eh?”

Park agrees and I light up the butt. We each get three good puffs before 

it’s gone. The day is getting hot now so we lie in the shade. I turn on my York 

and close my eyes. CKY is playing the Drifters’ Under the Boardwalk. During 

the instrumental break with the strings and castanets I imagine a dark-haired 

beauty with ruby red lips in a black ruffled dress with a huge skirt swirling 

around Frady’s Point.
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“That’s the Drifters, just poking into the CKY Fab Fifty Top Ten at #9 this 

week. It’s 1:55 and in a minute I’ll play a brand-new record by another great 

British band with a funny name,” Daryl B announces. They play a commercial 

for the Hurtigs of Vaughan Street. “Something new from across the pond, a 

band called the Kinks. How’s that for a band name? The Kinks, and their song 

You Really Got Me.”

Park and I listen to the barking guitar, nasal vocal, tinkly piano, nice 

background harmony and the wacky guitar break.

“I like that!” Park exclaims.

“Yeah. Remember I told you about that British guy I met in Newhooten, 

Kivin Blake? He said one of the Mod bands to watch for was the Kinks. Raw 

sound, eh?”

“That’s what I like about it. It’s fresh and raw, uncooked, uncooked and…

kinky.”

“A new kind of rhythm and blues, that’s what Kivin called it.”

Daryl B plays The Little Old Lady from Pasadena by Jan and Dean and 

I flick off the York. Flat on my back on the sand, shaded by luscious willows 

with Calliper’s lapping water at my head, I feel at home. More than that, I feel 

like I belong here, not just on Frady’s Point or Langwood, but I belong in the 

world, in the universe. It’s home and it’s my turn to be connected to it all. It’s 

my turn to be here, one of the many turns I get. I’ve never felt like this before. 

But it’s more than a feeling, I know I belong here. This must be what Mike 

meant when he said…

I look at Park. He’s knee-deep in the lake, staring across the water, his back 

to me. He stretches his arms wide and free. His broad back ripples as his brown 

limbs move gracefully against the pure blue sky beyond. Park does a series of 

elegant slow-motion flexes and poses that evolve into evocative hieroglyphs, 

ancient code writ in muscle, flesh and motion, revealing yet concealing the secret 

of creation. Beautiful. Sunlight laughs off the water around him, enjoying the 

moment as much as I do.

Slowly Park turns toward me. He’s smiling in a whole new way. The 

sparkling sunlight reaches up from the surface of the water toward Park’s 
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head. He changes into a pillar of light; rainbows sweep up and down him like 

the sensual moving colours of Percy’s jukeboxes. I’m in awe. I’ve never seen 

anything so perfect. I think of his picture stuck in my mirror. When I raise my 

hand to wave to Park, I see that my hand and arm are made of light, just like 

Park. We’re the same stuff.

So this is what being high means! I like this, I think.

“I figured it out, Jim,” says Park, grinning.

“Is it about how lucky we are?”

“That’s it exactly, Jim. We are lucky, and must be grateful for our luck, 

always grateful.”

“Be grateful and have faith.”

“Faith. Yes. Have faith.” Park sits next to me and we watch the waves for 

a long time.

I am definitely high.

The Number One song the day I get high for the first time is A Hard Day’s 

Night by The Beatles.
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September 1964

High school!

Of the 28 kids that started Grade 8, 23 of us make it to Grade 9. Two 

failed, two dropped out, including the other Jim in the class, and Dirk ran away. 

Our home room teacher is the high school’s math teacher, Mrs. Bombeck, 

who Mom says intends to retire every spring but is back at the head of the 

class every fall. She seems very tired, compared to the energy of Mister Biggs.

The high school has a new principal this year, Mister Barreloff, who is 

shaped exactly like a barrel. “Another cosmic joke,” points out Park. Actually 

two barrels, a small one atop a large one. The small barrel has beady little eyes 

and wears really bad glasses that are streaky and specked.

Barreloff is here because he’s a bully. Lately Langwood High has grown a 

reputation for having problem students who do unpredictable and sometimes 

violent things. Last year some Grade 11 boys stripped a Grade 9 student naked, 

put a garlic sausage around his neck because he’s Ukrainian and tied him to 

the flagpole in January. Stuff like that.

The school board thinks it can correct student bullies with teacher bullies 

like Barreloff. He speaks with a slight Russian accent and his fists are always 

clenched. The weird thing about him is, on the outer end of both his bushy 

eyebrows he has a tiny band-aid that you don’t notice right away. When you 
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do, it adds a sinister element to his look, as if it’s the result of some dark ritual. 

Park and me immediately dislike him intensely.

Langwood High School is a classic red-brick four-up, four-down design 

built in the 1930s. The elevated main floor has four classrooms that open onto a 

central area. At each end is an office a few steps up, one the principal’s, the other 

the teachers’. The lower level has the library, lab, school office and boiler room.

Our classroom is set up as four rows of six with an empty desk in one row. 

‘Dirk should be sitting at that desk’ I think just as Park leans over and points 

to the empty spot: “We’ll save it for Dirk.” I nod.

On the first day just after morning recess the janitor, Mister Charelle, catches 

Shelley Shankmann giving Carl Ruggard a blow job in the boiler room. The 

entire school can hear Barreloff screaming at them in his office. Mrs. Bombeck 

is very unnerved by this and tells us to read something while she gets some air. 

She leaves our classroom door ajar. From my window seat I see her standing 

in the school parking lot, her hands on her hips, taking deep breaths, while 

Barreloff’s harangue goes on at top volume inside. The bully is asserting himself.

The sound of slaps fills pauses in the screaming. A door slams and Shelley 

runs screaming down the stairs, out the front door, past Mrs. Bombeck and 

down the sidewalk, holding her face, hysterical. Barreloff is still yelling. Carl is 

shouting, “No, no, no!” The sound of the strap, again and again, then a small 

silence followed by punches and Barreloff swearing, probably in Russian. We 

hear Barreloff open the door and yell, “Get out of my school!” over and over, 

and someone falling down stairs.

Through the open door me and Carol, who sits behind me, can see Carl 

lying on the floor. His head is bleeding and he’s moaning in pain. “Get out!” 

Barreloff is still yelling. Carl doesn’t move. Barreloff is scarlet with rage as he 

waves his fists in the air and screams like a kid having a tantrum.

“I have my Polaroid camera, Jim. I think we need a picture of this,” Carol 

nods toward the scene. I nod back. “You open the door all the way, I’ll take 

the picture, then you close the door. Got the plan, Jim?”

“Ten-four, Agent Caldwell.”

It goes according to plan. Barreloff is getting ready to give Carl a kick as 
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Carol snaps the picture. When Barreloff sees the flash he doesn’t know what 

to do. He roars and races toward our classroom just as I slam the door. He 

bumps against the door but somehow doesn’t break its opaque glass window.

Out the open classroom window we hear the screech of car tires. Everyone 

turns to see Shelley’s father, Wade Shankmann, and three big mechanics from 

his garage, all carrying tire irons, get out of his Cadillac De Ville and come 

toward the school. Barreloff is raging outside our door. As he opens it, behind 

him a big voice yells, “Hey! You!”

Barreloff freezes and his face starts to drain of colour. Coming up the stairs 

toward him are four large, fierce, armed strangers who want to do him harm.

“I’m Wade Shankmann, Shelley’s father. Did you strike my daughter?”

Wade towers over Barreloff, his lips in a snarl. Barreloff is sweating and 

shaking just a little. “Yes, but…”

“You did?” Shankmann yells.

“Yes, but…”

“Bring him, boys,” Shankmann tells his henchmen. Two of them drag 

Barreloff by his cheap tweed jacket down the stairs, past the entrance and into 

the basement boiler room. A bunch of us kids follow.

“Beat it, Charelle,” Shankmann tells the janitor, who obeys. They throw 

Barreloff down in the corner of the room. Wade Shankmann squats before the 

terrified principal.

“Now, you Russian peckerhead, you have two options, and here they are. 

Option One: You leave this building immediately, go to your lodging, gather 

your things up, get in your car, and leave Langwood never to return. Option 

Two: Me and my men beat the living shit out of you. You may not survive. 

Which option do you choose?”

Brandishing tire irons, Shankmann’s three mechanics stand in an ominous 

arc behind their boss. Barreloff is quaking on the floor. “What’s it gonna be, 

asshole?”

“Option One,” Barreloff squeaks out.

“What?” Wade bellows.

“Option One.” Barreloff cowers.
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“Get up.” Barreloff struggles to his feet and is led out the door and up the 

stairs by Shankmann and his men. Carl Ruggard is still lying on the floor, with 

his brother Ollie and the teachers around him. Ollie holds a towel to Carl’s 

bleeding head wound. Most of the students have spilled out of the rooms and 

are whispering to each other. A few girls are crying.

Just as Barreloff reaches the top of the stairs, he starts to piss his pants. 

Snickers turn to chuckles that explode into laughter. Barreloff’s face turns 

scarlet as he keeps walking, a trail of piss behind him.

“Hurry up!” Wade commands Barreloff. “We’re going to escort you home.”

A siren breathes into life and an ambulance screeches to a halt at the school. 

Two men, one with a black bag and the other with a stretcher, enter the school 

and take over the situation. They determine Carl has a broken arm. As Barreloff 

comes out of his office carrying his satchel and his coat to hide his wet shame, 

the two attendants load Carl onto the stretcher and whisk him out to the 

ambulance. “I hate you, Barrelhead,” Carl Ruggard yells from the stretcher.

We start hissing at Barreloff; even the teachers join in. Some yell, “Shame, 

shame!” Somebody yells, “Go back to Russia!” Mrs. Bombeck says, “Good 

riddance,” and turns away from Barreloff. As he walks out the front door of 

Langwood High School, Ivor Barreloff weeps.

That’s how the morning of day one of high school went. The Number One 

song is House of the Rising Sun by the Animals.

On the way home for lunch, everybody wants to see the picture Carol 

took. It’s great! Barreloff looks insane. His hands are in the air, he’s red-faced, 

screaming and lifting his leg to kick Carl, who is cowering away.

“Put the picture in a safe place,” I whisper to Carol as we walk. “Don’t show 

it to anybody else, not even your parents, for now. Let it become legendary. It 

will be more useful that way.”

Carol smiles at me. We share a conspiratorial moment. I like it. So does she.

“That’s good advice. Smart and cute! I like you, Jim Crawford.”

“I’m cute?” I ask Carol.

“You didn’t know?” Carol looks at me, shakes her head and laughs.

Even before lunch, Mom and Dad want to hear the details of the morning. 
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“Without embellishments, please,” Mom says.

I tell them what happened, except about Carol’s picture.

“I’m sure the whole town is finding out about this right now,” Mom says. 

“What a shame.”

Just as we finish lunch, outside our picture window we see one of Shankmann’s 

giant tow trucks, with all its lights flashing and occasional horn honks, driving 

slowly down 4th Avenue. Behind it is Barreloff’s crappy old car, with Barreloff 

slumped behind the wheel. Next, the other giant tow truck from Shankmann’s 

with its lights ablaze. To end the parade, Wade Shankmann driving his De Ville 

with a portable spinning red cherry attached to the roof. Wade smiles and waves 

at people. A few kids ride bikes behind the Cadillac. People are drawn into the 

street and hoot at Barreloff as he goes by. A few rotten tomatoes land on his car.

In front of the RCMP station just down the block from us, two Mounties 

stand and watch the parade with their hands on their hips. Both wave to Wade 

as he goes by. The parade proceeds down 4th, across the tracks and out to 

Highway 4, where it parts and lets the shamed principal escape. But not before 

Wade gives his parting comments.

Still trapped between the enormous trucks with their blinding yellow and 

blue lights, Barreloff rolls down his window to Wade’s tap.

“A few weeks ago my family and Gilbert Chartrand’s family spent a 

wonderful weekend at his retreat on Clear Lake. Gil and his family have spent 

many happy days at our cottage on Good Fortune Lake. Gil is the province’s 

Minister of Education, in case you’re clued out. Did you know that?”

Barreloff nods.

“Good. Now also know that after I chat with my dear friend Gil, you will 

never teach in Manitoba again. And, if everyone is really lucky, you’ll never 

teach again anywhere in Canada. I highly recommend you find yourself a new 

career. Stay away from schools and kids. Remember, there’s always a bigger 

bully than you. Now fuck off.”

Wade gives a downward pulling motion. Both tow trucks give long, 

loud horn blasts. The front truck pulls away slowly. Barreloff drives west on 

Highway 4.
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Carl’s broken arm is expertly set by Doctor Gorsey, who examines him 

thoroughly but finds no other breaks, fractures or wounds other than the 

cut on Carl’s head that needs eight stitches. Carl’s arm cast is gleaming white 

plaster. Doctor Gorsey asks if he can be the first to sign it. Grateful, Carl nods 

eagerly. “Sure, Doc.”

Using a special medical pen with bright red ink, Doctor Gorsey writes, 

“Hey Carl, all the best, Doc G.”

As for bad timing, the following day, The Bystander, our weekly newspaper, 

features a front-page story headlined, “Langwood Welcomes New High School 

Principal,” with a picture of Barreloff, not smiling, dirty glasses and clenched 

fists.

The Barreloff thing is a nine days’ wonder! “One of the juiciest ever,” 

according to Askance Brown and Marj at Konk’s Café.

Wild stories about Barreloff can be heard over every dinner table and in every 

coffee shop. He’s with the KGB and has come to spy on the Canadian school 

system. He’s a nuclear scientist finding the best place to send Russian bombs. 

He’s a double agent working for Canada and Russia. The little bandages on his 

eyebrows are from being tortured. In the Langwood gossip mill, Barreloff’s 

life is like several episodes of Mission: Impossible.

Mom calls a few of her teacher friends for the lowdown. Turns out Barreloff 

has some mental problems (no kidding) but they have been treated. He was 

in a mental hospital for a year before doctors declared him stable and able to 

teach again with the help of medication. The school board got him for a song 

because he’s still on probation. We were his guinea pigs.

“The school board was scraping the bottom of the Barreloff when they 

hired this guy,” Mom quips.

Word about Barreloff’s background spreads quickly. Eighty-five angry 

parents demand an emergency meeting of the school board, at which the board 

members are lucky to avoid a lynching, or at least having their tires slashed. 

Brandishing Carol’s picture of crazed Barreloff, the throng charges the board 

to “find us a human being instead of an insane monster to teach our children.” 

Three days later, Mister Howard Shine walks in the front door of the school 
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along with us kids returning from lunch. The new principal is a polar opposite 

to Barreloff.

We get a new home room teacher, too. With Barreloff, Mrs. Bombeck 

found her tipping point where she just couldn’t do it any more so she retired 

on the second day of school. Promptly the school board hired Miss Quince as 

the new math teacher, with Grade 9 home room. She is the exact opposite of 

Mrs. Bombeck in so many ways. She’s young, energetic, she smiles, she looks 

you in the eye, she gets what you’re saying, she’s sexy. Mom, Dad and me all 

agree she’s a great improvement over Bombeck.

With better timing, two days later The Bystander publishes a front-page 

story headlined, “Langwood High Welcomes New Principal, New Teacher” 

with a picture of Mister Shine and Miss Quince. Both are smiling, neither are 

clenching their fists.

Nobody quite knows what to expect from Barreloff now. Will he bring 

charges against Wade and his boys? Not a wise move. Will he just disappear? 

A wise move.

The Ruggards don’t have to sue the school board; the school board quietly 

ponies up a substantial out-of-court settlement. The Ruggards buy a new 

Oldsmobile every year for the next ten years.

Nobody’s heard a peep from Barreloff. Nonetheless, the Langwood gossip 

mill occasionally spews out a fresh tidbit. He’s been recalled to Russia and 

executed. He was found at the bottom of Lake Louise with cinder blocks tied 

to his feet. He’s in a nuthouse somewhere in Saskatchewan. This week I heard 

Wade Shankmann hired a private detective to check up on Barreloff and even 

he couldn’t locate the guy. The mystery rides on!

Mister Shine and Miss Quince more than make up for the loss of Bombeck 

and Barreloff. They both have some new ideas about what we need to know 

and how we can learn it. In fact, it doesn’t take long for the other three teachers, 

Mrs. Goodale, Grade 10 History; Mister Quandrant, Grade 11 Chemistry; and 
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Mrs. Summons, Grade 12 English, to get excited about their jobs again. To the 

delight of most students and faculty, Mister Shine resurrects the Langwood 

High Drama Club, which had been dormant for two years.

Mister Shine also introduces the Five Minute Assembly. Every morning 

at 9:00 all the students assemble in the central area outside the classrooms. We 

say The Lord’s Prayer and then Mister Shine addresses us from the stairs to his 

office, the ones where Carl broke his arm. Shine talks about things going on in 

the school, sports announcements, who’s having a birthday today, who won 

a prize for this and that. He always ends it with a joke or a riddle, a groaner 

more often than not: “What do you call a boomerang that doesn’t come back?” 

We all shout: “WHAT!” He answers: “A stick.” We groan and laugh and we 

know next he’s going to shout his slogan at us: “GO LEARN!”

And we do. There is a feeling of hope growing in me, in my friends, in 

the school, at least in the Grade 9s and 10s. The older kids don’t know what 

to make of us. In class, we talk about it. Miss Quince knows better than we 

do who we are and what we are meant to do. She gets us thinking and talking 

about the future and what it could be like. Even the older teachers are trying 

to see us with new eyes, as Mom says.

A Hard Day’s Night doesn’t play at The Patch in Langwood, but in the third 

week of September it has a two-day run at the theatre in Scarriage, ten miles 

down the road. Carloads of kids from the area pack the theatre both nights. 

It’s more like a party than a movie! Since we know all the words to the songs, 

we sing along; sometimes girls scream when there is a close-up shot of Paul or 

George. Everyone enjoys the movie thoroughly. Park and me go both nights, 

getting lifts with kids who have their license.

One of Park’s raves: “I loved the scene in the railway car when they sing 

I Should Have Known Better. The rhythm of the train, the things swinging in 

the car, the movement of the guys, all fit exactly with the tempo of the song. 

Great song! Great scene!”
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One of my raves: “I like John Lennon’s character, if it was a character. 

John has that weird quick wit, always in the moment and reacting to what’s 

happening. They all acted pretty natural, but John stood out for me.”

On the way home from the movie on the second night, someone says that 

John Lennon is publishing another book of poetry. It has a strange name they 

can’t remember but will be out next year. I must follow up on that!

Late in September on a Sunday, Dad, Mom and me drive to Brandon for the 

30th wedding anniversary of Aunt Carol (Mom’s older sister) and Uncle Chris. 

As we head out of Langwood, Mom says, “How about another chapter of The 

Jones Girls?” Dad and I are enthusiastic.

The Jones Girls is a running story that Mom makes up from her imagination 

to pass the time on Sunday drives. Three sisters live on a large horse ranch 

in Kentucky. Mom does accents, animal sounds, sound effects, whatever her 

story requires.

“Who remembers the names of the three Jones girls?” Dad knows Marjory, 

I know Marigold and…“May Lee, don’t forget her, because today’s episode is 

about May Lee.” Mom takes a dramatic pause.

“At this time of year the blue hills of Kentucky are lush with fresh spring 

growth. Wildflowers burst forth in pastures and meadows, colourful dots on 

a green grassy carpet. The horses love this time of year, for the grass is fresh 

and tender. Colonel Jones loves this time of year because it means new foals are 

born, adding to his herd. May Lee loves this time of year because the summer 

boys will be hired to do seasonal work on the ranch. She always likes to see 

the new summer boys…”

As I dreamily listen to the story I spot a figure by the road ahead. A 

hitchhiker. I wonder if it’s Dirk. We speed by and it’s a teenage boy but it’s 

not Dirk. He looks forlorn.

Between Langwood and Brandon, Mom’s story makes both Dad and me 

laugh like mad, and cry a few tears as well. And just as we pull up in front 
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of Aunt Carol and Uncle Chris’s house, the dramatic climax to her story is 

being told.

“…Buck, the handsome young Indian from Canada, bent toward May 

Lee and gently kissed her. It was the beginning of something incredible.” Dad 

and I applaud.

“Thanks, Mom, for another great story and we’re here already.”

“Well, I don’t think we’re in Kentucky any more,” Mom says with 

resignation.

Carol and Chris’s little house is jam-packed with relatives from Mom’s 

side. It’s hot, steamy, loud, and Uncle Clarence is unpacking his bagpipes, so 

it’s about to get unbearable. Luckily they have a large back yard, where I find 

nine of my eleven cousins.

At a picnic table in the shade sits Rita, who gives me a big hug and feels 

my arms and shoulders. “You’re getting to be a big boy, Jim.” Rita’s getting 

to be a big girl as she presses her large breasts against me. “We could be kissin’ 

cousins,” she says coyly and laughs. 61 dead flies, 61 dead flies, 61 dead flies 

works like a charm again.

Next to Rita is Riley, whom I thank again for the Beatles album. “I still 

play it almost every day,” I tell him. “Sold any more paintings?”

“Between you, me and the fencepost, King Olav the Fifth, the King of 

Norway, has large sheep holdings and is viewing photographs of my work as 

we speak. He’s a relative of the Queen, so I have good royal word-of-mouth.”

“Good luck. Norway has a king? I didn’t know that.”

“It was a surprise to me, too,” says Riley just as Corona brings out two 

plates heaped with little sandwiches and sets them on the picnic table next to 

the large sweating jugs of Kool-Aid. “Eat up, kids,” she says. “Oh, hi, Jimmy.” 

She hugs me.

“Hi, Corona. You look great!”

And she does. Corona isn’t really family, as some are quick to point out. 

She’s the second wife of Uncle Marvin, whose first wife, Mom’s younger sister 

Eileen, died of a bad fever about five years ago. Everyone likes Marvin, so they 

keep inviting him to family do’s despite Corona, who is dark (Mexican, most 
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likely, according to everyone) and much younger than Marvin and Mom and 

all of Mom’s sisters. Today she’s wearing a bright flowered wraparound dress 

and a red rose in her hair. She’s barefoot. I think of Mag Amy and wonder 

what Corona would look like without the dress, just in little white panties, 

her breasts…I’m staring!

“Jimmy, you’re such a dirty boy,” Corona says, pinching my chin and 

laughing as she sways across the lawn, up the stairs and into the house. Next 

to me stands Gene. “You dirty boy,” and he pinches my chin too hard. Gene 

is stronger than he knows and often hurts people. We’re the same age, but he’s 

40 pounds heavier than me and two inches taller. “How’s it hangin’, Gene?” 

The lummox is flummoxed.

Intermittent skirls of the bagpipes start, as Uncle Clarence has now 

consumed adequate quantities of Scotch to deaden his senses enough to play 

the “fookin’” pipes. I love how he says fuckin’ with an accent. Clarence launches 

into Green Hills of Tyrol, filling the little house with its shriek and emptying 

it of people. The family mingles in the yard, while Uncle Clarence wails away 

at an almost comfortable distance.

Cousin Enid calls me over. She’s the oldest cousin here, in her late 20s, and 

she wants to introduce me to her boyfriend, Willis, who is tall, skinny, has a 

puff of bright red hair only on the top of his head and trembles a bit. A Black 

Cat Plain hangs from his thin lips.

“Willis, this is my precious cousin Jim Crawford that I talk about all the 

time.”

I reach out to shake his hand. His fingers are nicotine yellow. “Hello, 

Willis. Does she only find good things to say about me?” Willis smiles. His 

hand is very thin and I can feel his finger bones. I withdraw my hand a little 

too quickly and cough to cover.

“Jim, Willis and me are engaged to be married.”

“Congratulations! That’s great! Welcome to the family, Willis. When?”

“Next year,” Willis says. His voice is raspy.

“Will you come to our wedding?”

“I’ll be there, Enid.”
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The bagpipes abruptly stop and there is a loud clatter from inside the house. 

Finally Uncle Clarence has passed out. Everyone breathes a sigh of relief.

I pour myself some red Kool-Aid and sit down beside Lacy Crawford, 

who’s two years older than me and has our last name by fluke. Mom’s sister 

Agnes married Ray Crawford, no relation to Dad, so there’s Crawfords crawling 

around on both sides of this family.

“Hi, Lacy.”

“I’ve been watching you, Jim, watching you move around here like a man. 

I can spot men, Jim. You know what I mean?”

“You can spot men who aren’t virgins? Is that what you mean?”

Lacy turns her head and stares at me. “You’re smart.”

“And cute,” I add.

Lacy agrees. She leans in close to me and whispers, “I’ve enjoyed watching 

you, and one of the things that would make it more exciting is if you know 

I’m watching you, your every step, every move, watching what you watch, 

the way your clothes move against your body, picturing you shirtless, naked, 

and you know I’m doing that. Sound exciting?”

It does. “You’re on.” I refill my glass, take a little chicken salad sandwich 

and start to mingle among my family. I undo one button on my shirt, glancing 

at Lacy. She undoes a button on her blouse.

I’m very self-conscious knowing Lacy is watching. It’s fun! It makes the 

sandwich taste extra good, the sunshine feel extra hot and…not here in front 

of everybody…61 dead flies 61 dead flies 61 dead flies. Close one! I imagine 

myself with no shirt as I rub up against Aunt Shelley, who pats my back and 

runs her hand over my bum. I hope Lacy caught that.

When I turn toward Lacy I touch my crotch ever so nonchalantly. Bodean 

comes up to me and we shake hands. Bodean’s two years younger than me 

but is my height and heavier than I am. He’s another big Rankin. I chat him 

up about his size, feel him up here and there and he just laughs. He feels me 

up, too, and I just laugh.

Corona brings out two big jugs of Kool-Aid, one red, one green, and sets 

them on the table. “Eat, eat, everyone, there’s plenty more where this came 
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from.” Corona walks to me and puts her arms around my waist. “Jim, I need 

some help from the freezer, please.”

“Sure.” We walk into the house and down into the basement. A large white 

chest freezer takes up most of one wall. She opens it up, stares inside for a 

minute, closes the lid and says, “No. Not there. Oh, well.”

“What were you…” Corona puts her hand on my lips. “Shhh,” she says, 

putting her hand on my shoulder. “Jim, you are the sweetest person here. 

Something different about you makes you stand out even in your own family. 

Marvin says you’re the smartest person in the family.”

“Really?”

“Shhh. Don’t talk.” Her dark eyes are inches away and they shine like diamonds. 

“Jim,” she whispers, “I just want one thing from you. One thing only. I want you 

to hold me, nothing else, just hold me in your strong young arms. Please.”

I put my arms around her and pull her close to me. Her body is soft and 

warm, she smells exotic, her arms tighten around me, she presses her head 

against my shoulder. The deep freezer kicks into a cycle with a low thrum. 

We can both feel the machine vibrating. I’m surprised I’m not hard yet but 

this feels different; there is no urgency to it. It feels right for right now. We 

breathe together in sync and start to sway slowly. A few minutes later Corona 

whispers to me, “All I need is to be held. Thank you, Jim.” She kisses me on 

the lips quickly and chuckles. “You are a sweet person, Jim Crawford.” She 

opens the lid to the freezer. “Take something,” she says.

“What?”

“Anything.”

I grab a package of sausages.

“You dirty boy,” and she laughs.

I walk back into the yard and see Lacy still at the table watching me and 

grinning. I sit down next to her. She takes a deep whiff of me. “Did she blow 

you?”

“Who?”

“You’re not playing fair. Corona is who.”

“No. She just wanted me to hold her and that’s what we did, we held each other.”



• 307 •

“You’re not serious.”

“That’s it, believe it or not.”

“I’ll be damned. You know Uncle Marvin has been sitting under the oak 

in the corner all afternoon pretending to be asleep but watching everything, 

just like me.”

I look over at the tree and she’s right. Marvin’s there under his hat and 

behind his dark glasses.

“Maybe him and Corona are playing a sex fantasy game, too. So I’m part 

of their game and your game,” I offer.

“You could be right. Let me watch them for awhile. I’ll let you know.”

“I enjoyed the game, Lacy.” I press in close to her.

“Time for dinner!” Aunt Agnes yells from the landing. Everyone starts to 

crowd into the little house. Three tables are set: adults, kids, betweens. I’m at 

the betweens’ table this time and feel honoured to have been promoted from 

the kids’ table. Corona was originally at the betweens’ table too, but she made a 

loud fuss and now she’s sitting next to Marvin, smiling, and the most beautiful 

person at the anniversary if you ask me.

Uncle Bry says grace, without his usual rhetorical coda: “I wonder what 

the poor people are eating tonight?” Twenty-eight people dig in. Lacy is seated 

across from me. I know she is watching me eat.

On the way home, while pretending to be asleep in the back seat, I get the 

lowdown on the shocking things happening in the family. Seems it’s been confirmed 

that Riley is a queer. Dad says they should keep him away from me. Lacy has had 

another abortion, her third. Dad says she’s over-sexed. Just like her mother, Mom 

says. Dad says they should keep her away from me. Uncle Clarence didn’t pass 

out from the booze; he has blackouts, even when he’s sober. The doctors think a 

brain tumour, maybe. Shel and Bryant are concerned that Sanka might be a little 

retarded. Willis, Enid’s fiancé, looks like he’s on death’s doorstep and what she sees 

in him is a mystery to all. Maybe he has money. Blah, blah, blah.

The car ride rocks me to sleep. I awaken shivering with the car door open 

in our driveway. I don’t remember going to bed.
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October 1964

Just before Hallowe’en, I’m buying a Cherry Blossom at JimJim’s. When I 

turn to leave, Bill Stabalski says, “Hey, Crawford,” from a window booth. 

Stabalski beckons me with his finger. There is a stranger in the booth with him. 

I don’t like the looks of him.

“Hi, Mister Stabalski.”

“Come here,” he beckons again. I walk to the booth. “Sit down. Slide 

over, Tony.”

I’m nervous, but curious, too. Bill’s beer gut is so huge he just barely fits 

in the booth. Some of his belly spills onto the table. I sit next to Tony.

“Are you Dirk’s Uncle Tony?” I ask him. Tony’s about as big as Bill, just 

as broad and muscular, but younger. His face has half a dozen scars on it. He 

has a tattoo on the back of his right hand and another one on his arm.

“Yeah, yeah, Uncle Tony, right.” I can tell he’s lying. I get more nervous. 

“Have you heard from Dirk, Mister Stabalski?”

“Nothin’, Jimmy, nothin’. Cops can’t find him. I worry about him lots. 

Maybe he’s dead in a ditch somewhere, or maybe somebody’s keepin’ him in 

a cage, or maybe some Martians took him.”

Tony says, “Anything can happen to a boy that age. Let me out, kid. I 

need a piss.”
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I let Tony out and slide back in across from Stabalski. “Are you feeling 

better? I heard you were sick.”

“Up and at ’em, Jimmy. Can’t lay me up for long. Back to work soon, too.”

I go for broke. “Dirk ran away because he was afraid you were going to 

kill him.”

Bill Stabalski is a large man with a full beard, thick hair badly in need of 

a cut, huge calloused hands and a short fuse. I don’t know what will happen 

next. I may have to make a quick escape. Bill’s face turns into a wrinkle of 

sadness that erupts in tears.

“I didn’t kill him.” Stabalski sobs into a napkin. “It wasn’t me.”

“It wasn’t you what, Bill?” Tony asks, wiping his hands on his jeans. “Did 

you make him cry, kid? Jesus! Hasn’t he been through enough? Get outta here!”

“Okay. Sorry. Sorry.” I look back at the two as I leave. Tony is sitting next 

to Bill, consoling him, his arm around his shoulder.

The day is fresh and…wait a minute. Bill said, “I didn’t kill him. It wasn’t 

me.” That’s exactly what he said. That’s a weird way to put it, as if he knew 

Dirk was killed. But…naw. Weird.

I’ve been making some notes about Dirk’s disappearance, because when he 

comes back and fills in the blanks, it’ll make a great story. Under the heading 

STRANGE I have: Dirk’s bike isn’t where it should be, Park’s bad dream 

about Dirk, and now I’m adding Bill Stabalski’s odd turn of phrase. “I didn’t 

kill him. It wasn’t me.”

That evening Park and me are listening to the Something New Beatles album in 

my rumpus room. Only half the tracks are new; the rest have been released before. I 

tell Park about running into Bill and Tony in JimJim’s and the weird thing Bill said.

“And Bill was crying when he said it?”

“He started to cry when he said it. Oh, I just remembered. Bill said he was 

worried that Dirk was dead in a ditch or taken by Martians or somebody’s 

keeping him in a cage.”

“Dirk in a cage! Yeah, that’s weird.”

“Tony went to the can, came back and got mad at me for making Bill cry 

so I beat it. I’m adding that to my notes under STRANGE.”
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November 1964

I’ve been looking forward to high school dances. My first one is on 

November 10, so I have about a week to learn how to dance. Mom doesn’t 

know any modern dances. Cousin Rita, who does, fell off the tractor and 

broke her leg.

“What older girls do you know?” Mom asks. “You know Kelly Crimson 

and Shelley Shankmann, don’t you?”

“They won’t dance with me.” There’s a rap on the back door.

“Come in,” Mom says without looking.

Cousin Riley pokes his head in the door. “Hi, Auntie Mary. I was in the 

neighbourhood and thought I’d pop in for a quick visit. Is it an okay time?”

Mom looks a little uncertain. I remember their conversation about keeping 

queer Riley away from me. “Sure, Riley, for a short visit.”

“Oh, thanks, Auntie.” Riley hugs Mom. “Hi, Jim. Good to see you.” Riley 

extends his hand to me, we shake and I smile. “Good to see you, too, cuz.”

“Cuz, I love that term. That’s how they say it in England. Over there they 

say ‘I’ll knock you up,’ which means I’ll visit you, just like this. Isn’t that cute? 

I’m just back from London last week.”

“Your mother told me. Sit down. Did you sell any paintings?”

“I sold six. I’m a hit over there, thanks to the Queen.”
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“Are you rich now, Riley?” I’m always curious.

“I’m richer, Jim, just richer. How are you folks?”

“All good here, Riley. Jim has his first high school dance this weekend and 

he doesn’t know how to dance and he doesn’t know any girls who can teach him. 

Such a dilemma we have.” Mom smiles. I know she’s teasing me; so does Riley.

“Already in high school, Jim. No girls to teach you to dance. Hard to believe. 

I guess you’ll just stand there all night, a wallflower, giggled at, undanced.”

Riley has uncovered my deepest fear – to be giggled at by girls because I 

can’t dance.

“I know how to dance, Jim. I can teach you a few modern ones,” Riley offers.

My eyes brighten. I look at Mom. She’s stern, mulling it over based on 

everything she knows. Riley’s smiling.

“Okay. The kitchen floor isn’t carpeted, so do it here and I’ll sit and have 

my coffee with you and enjoy.”

“The big system up here is busted, so I’ll bring my Roamer up and some 

45s. What records should I bring?” I’m getting excited.

“I’ll teach you four dances, Jim: the Twist, Watusi, Pony and Monkey. 

They’re all easy. You decide what songs match.”

I grab a handful of 45s and my little record player. I set the Roamer on the 

kitchen table and plug it in. Riley looks through my 45s. “Put this on.” He 

hands me On Broadway.

“First we’ll just move to the music, find its rhythm in our bodies. You’ll 

see what I mean. Put on the music.”

I set the stylus down and Riley starts to sway and snap his fingers to the 

Drifters. “Feel the music in your body, Jim. Let it in.” His movements keep 

pace with the tempo. I watch and attempt the same. I look as awkward as I feel.

Mom smiles at me and nods. “Close your eyes,” she says. I do and start 

to feel the music in my body. The rhythm lifts me. I smile. “By Jove, I think 

you’ve found it,” Mom says.

“I think he has,” says Riley as the Drifters finish up. “Okay, Jim, good 

start. Got a Twist record?”

I pick Let’s Twist Again by Chubby Checker. “The Twist is simple. Bend 
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your knees a bit and keep them bent and sway your hips back and forth, moving 

your feet in the same place. Keep your elbows in.”

“Mom, can you be DJ and play the record?”

“Sure, Dear. Now?”

“Now.”

Riley demonstrates the Twist. It looks easy and once I close my eyes and 

find the music in me, I Twist along with Riley. “Now Twist on one leg, now 

the other.” By the time Chubby’s done, I’ve learned the Twist. “Good start, 

Jim. Slip on that Vibrations song, Auntie Mary.” Mom searches for The Watusi, 

finds it, puts it on the turntable and waits for her cue.

“The Watusi is just as easy, Jim. Move your feet like this and bend forward 

and do a little hula dance sliding left and right. I’ll show you.” Riley nods at 

Mom, the music starts and Riley goes into the dance. I watch him and don’t 

even have to close my eyes to get into the music. Mom’s swaying in her chair. 

Riley’s got a big grin. “You’re getting it, Jim!” Riley shouts over the music. 

We play the record twice just to be sure I got it down.

“Smile, Jim. This is supposed to be fun,” Riley says. It’s starting to be fun 

for me. “Next up, the Monkey. Play that Major Lance tune.” Mom finds The 

Monkey Time and expertly loads up the Roamer.

“Okay, the Monkey. Bend your knees and bounce up and down a bit. 

Move your arms like a monkey and swing yourself around. Like this.” Riley 

demonstrates. “Hit it, Auntie Mary.” Mom drops the stylus down and we 

both laugh at how funny Riley looks doing the Monkey. “Join in, Jim.” Maybe 

it’s because the song is so great or I’m feeling a little more confident, but the 

Monkey is the easiest dance. This is fun! “Very good, Jim, very good.”

“Now the Pony. Try that Beechwood 4-5789 song, Auntie Mary.” Mom finds 

it and turntables it, waiting to drop the stylus. “The Pony is just what it says, 

like riding a pony. First one foot and the other, bouncing as if you’re on a horse, 

back and forth, foot to foot, kick, bounce, kick. Drop that needle, Auntie DJ.”

The Marvelettes fill the kitchen as Riley dances and I try to. It’s even more 

fun once I get the dance step. “You got it, Jim! Now hold the reins of the pony.” 

We play the song twice so I can feel confident.
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“Wow! I didn’t realize dancing was so easy,” I announce. “How do I know 

which dance to do to which song, Riley?”

“You’ll figure it out. Go with the beat of the music.”

“Use your musical intuition, son.”

My musical intuition. I ponder what that might be.

“What if they play a slow song?” I ask.

“You should know a slow dance, too. The waltz is a good start. It’s more 

intimate because you’re actually touching your partner and doing specific 

steps. Auntie DJ, can you find that Barbara Lynn song in the stack?” I chuckle 

to myself at his choice.

Mom searches out You’ll Lose a Good Thing. “Okay, first, Jim, to waltz you 

need to learn how to hold your partner. Just so I can show you, you be the girl.” 

Riley places my right hand around his waist and takes my other hand in his.

‘“This is one I know, Riley,” Mom says. “May I cut in?”

“Of course, Auntie.”

Mom and me slowly learn the steps. She shows me the side steps, the 

pauses and even a turn before the music plays. “Let’s try it with music. Riley, 

can you…” The sexy saxophone starts and Mom and me move together 

around the kitchen. She’s counting the steps for me. As strange as it feels to 

be dancing with Mom to one of the most significant songs in my life, I feel 

good and I’m having fun. We waltz together for three more plays and I think 

I’ve got it down.

Mom hugs me tightly when we’re done. “You’re a good dancer, Jim. Get 

a couple of high school dances under your belt and you’ll be cutting a rug like 

nobody’s business, don’t you think, Riley?”

“Absolutely, Auntie Mary. Jim’s a natural.”

I know I’m blushing, but it’s okay. I’m with family. I feel warm and happy, 

and relieved now that I know how to dance a little. The dance is Friday night in 

the school auditorium with a rock and roll band, the Climbers from Brandon, 

playing. I feel ready.

“Thanks, Riley. I feel so much better about going to the dance.”

“His first high school dance!” Mom’s a little teary. We do a group hug.
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“Before I go, let’s recap the dances.” We got through all four of Riley’s 

dances. Mom joins in.

“Great to see you both, and happy to help out, Jim. Enjoy the dance. Say 

hi to Uncle John.” Riley hugs us both.

“Wasn’t that nice of him to do that, Jim?”

“It was. He’s a nice guy. How did it feel being the DJ, Mom?”

“It was easy. Doesn’t seem like much of a challenge…”

I don’t take her bait. “Thanks for teaching me to waltz.”

“We’ll do another practice before the dance. Something else, Jim. Let’s not 

tell Dad that Riley taught you to dance. I want to tell him myself if it becomes 

necessary.”

“Okay.” Ever curious. “Why?” I’ve seen this look of uncertainty before 

on Mom’s face. She’s mulling over her words carefully. “Just tell me,” I say.

“Jim, your cousin is a homo, a homosexual. He doesn’t like to have sex 

with women, he likes sex with other men. Some men are like that, some women, 

too.” She pauses to see if I’m keeping up. I am. I found out what homersexuals, 

in Wedge’s language, are, after some research in the high school library. “Don’t 

ask me how homosexuality works physically because I don’t have a clue.” 

Mom is blushing a little. “We don’t want it to rub off on you. Dad especially 

doesn’t want that.”

“Is that how you get homosexual, it rubs off on you?”

“I knew you’d ask questions I don’t know the answers to when I started, 

but I’m pretty sure it doesn’t work that way.”

“Is it a disease?”

I can see a light go on in Mom’s eyes. “Next time you see Doctor Gorsey, 

you ask him about homosexuals. He’ll know the right answers.”

Seems reasonable. “Will do, Mom.”

My first high school dance isn’t a disaster for me. However, dancing in your 

kitchen with your mother is much, much different than dancing in front of 
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all your friends to a live band in a semi-dark room. Carol Caldwell is the first 

person I dance with in public. I go through the dances that Riley taught me 

and have some fun, feeling more confident with every one.

Mister Shine and Miss Quince along with Mister Biggs are the chaperones 

for the dance and they keep a hawk’s eye on everybody while having fun at 

the same time. They serve the Kool-Aid at the snack bar.

The lights go dim and the Climbers launch into The End of the World, a 

waltz. “Do you know how to waltz?” Carol asks.

“A little bit.” I hold Carol like Mom taught me and we start doing the 

steps, but I’m much too fast and we almost fall over. Nobody notices, I hope.

“Slow down. Move with the music.” Carol pulls me close to her and we 

slowly dance the waltz. Her body is warm, pulsing, like mine, hanging on the 

music. She puts her head on my shoulder and I feel her relax in my arms. She is 

faintly smiling. As I sway with Carol to a truly awful version of a truly awful 

song, a new happiness wells up inside of me. I don’t want the song to end, but 

it does. I don’t want to let her go, but I do.

“Who taught you to dance, Jim?” Carol asks when the band takes a break.

“It was…my cousin Rita.” I’m lying because I don’t want her to know 

a man taught me to dance. Actually I don’t care if Carol knows, I just don’t 

want the guys to find out, especially in high school. It could be misunderstood. 

“She’s a great dancer. You are, too.”

“Dancing is about having fun. I have fun with you. I saw some of the other 

kids watching us dance. Maybe they’re surprised that you can dance.”

“That’s my new high school tactic: always keep them surprised. Think 

it’ll work?”

“If anyone in Langwood High can do it, you can, Jim. Hi, Park.”

“Hi, you guys.” Park’s been pressed against the wall in the darkest part 

of the gym all evening. “My mom never got around to teaching me how to 

dance, so I’m hiding in plain sight.” Park shifts from foot to foot. “I see your 

mom got around to it, Jim.”

“My cousin Rita taught me. Mom taught me to waltz, though. It made her 

very happy to do that.” I almost added that Mom said, “Now, Jim, every time 
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you waltz with a girl I’ll be waltzing along with you both,” but held back at 

the last second.

“Jim can sure shake it up, eh, Park? See you guys.” Carol runs off to giggle 

with the gaggle of girls.

“What do you think of the Climbers, Park?”

“They’re okay. The singer’s pretty good.”

“Yeah, but just okay tunes. Mostly corny stuff, easy stuff.”

“Skank alert!”

Shelley Shankmann walks up behind me and grabs my bum.

“Hello, men,” she laughs.

“Hi, Shelley.”

“So Jimmy, I hear you’re not a virgin. Can that be right?” Shelley puts her 

arm around my shoulders and leans on me. Her breath smells of beer.

“That’s right, Shelley. You’re one girl too late.”

“Who was it? Caldwell?”

“Not playing your game, Shelley.” I’m firm.

“Beschuk?” She’s laughing.

“Still not playing.”

“Parkie knows who it was, don’t ya, Parkie?” Shelley reaches to pinch 

Park’s nipples and he pushes her hand away.

“Beat it, Shelley. Go find a virgin boy.”

“Big talk for such a little cock, Mister Parkie. So who would fuck Jimmy 

boy? I will make inquiries. You can’t keep nothin’ from me, Jimmy.” Shelley 

makes an awkward, slightly drunken turn and stumbles away.

“I nominate her for Skank of the Year. I mean, if she fucked me…” Park 

chuckles.

“I second that motion. All those in favour. Aye. Motion carried.”

“I’ll order the sash she can wear at school dances that says ‘Skank of the 

Year’ in tacky gold letters.”

Posey Harris and Carol are talking to some other girls and pointing at us.

“At least they’re not giggling,” I say. Spoken too soon. Posey and Carol 

sidle over to us.
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“Hello, boys,” says Posey. “Are you enjoying the dance?”

“I guess,” says Park.

“You haven’t danced at all, Park. Posey can teach you a few steps, but the 

best way to learn is just to watch the older kids dance and imitate them. That’s 

what we do, right, Posey?” says Carol.

“It’s a good strategy and it works,” Posey agrees.

The Climbers climb back on stage, harness up their guitars, spin their 

drumsticks in the air and head into Dang Me, the Roger Miller jape. Park and 

me roll our eyes, but we both watch the older kids dancing, learning by seeing.

A few songs later, Carol and Posey come back over. They’ve been dancing 

with other boys. “C’mon, you two.” Carol pulls me out on the floor and we 

start moving to Let’s Twist Again. Posey drags Park onto the floor, whispers 

in his ear, “No one is watching us,” gives him a quick kiss on the cheek and 

starts to Twist. Park does, too, surprising himself at how easy it is and how 

much fun. By the end of the song, Park thinks he can dance. Two songs later, 

he actually can dance.

The next slow dance is You’ll Lose a Good Thing. Since the Climbers 

don’t have a saxophone they substitute the organ and it fails miserably, thus 

ruining my first hard-on song, those bastards. They are redeemed because 

Carol and I are in a moving embrace, her head again on my shoulder, our hot 

bodies pressed together, which makes the quality of the music secondary. The 

experience, the moment, is all that matters. When I close my eyes, Carol and 

I lift off the floor of the gym and float in and out among our classmates who 

are also floating. We settle back down when I open my eyes. Carol is staring 

at me, a beautiful smile on her face.

“I really want to kiss you right now,” I whisper.

She giggles and runs her hand down to my crotch. “At least…”

Despite their dreadful rendition, the Climbers have erected a significant 

memorial to my first hard-on. Nobody notices, I think.

“Later.” I’m not sure what Carol’s promising, but it doesn’t matter. The 

Climbers are roaring through Mashed Potatoes and the floor is full. Even Park 

and Posey are grooving to the music. Park smiles at me and nods.



• 318 •

Because they only know two slow songs, the Climbers play End of the 

World three times.

The dance ends at eleven o’clock. Carol says, “Why don’t you and Park 

walk Posey and me home? She’s staying at my house tonight.”

Good with us boys. Posey giggles and nudges Carol. We’re all in our winter 

boots and parkas, toques and mittens, but the evening is clear and mild. No 

wind and not much snow, so far. Carol and I walk arm in arm. She cuddles me. 

Even through layers and layers of clothing, her embrace excites me.

In front of Peel’s Place, Carol stops, turns to me and says in a sexy voice, 

“Kiss me now, Jim.” She closes her brown eyes. I embrace her, close my eyes 

and kiss her, first gently, firmer, gently again. We linger over the second kiss, 

enjoying it too much.

“Jim Jim Jim,” Carol says, smiling oddly. Mag Amy called me that. “Jim 

Jim Jim, here’s the deal. Tomorrow is Remembrance Day. We have school in the 

morning but get the afternoon off. My parents are visiting Grandpa Caldwell 

in Saskatoon. He’s caught a cancer and is dying.”

“Gee, I’m sorry about your grandpa.”

“Thanks, Jim. You know I still want to sketch you, so why don’t you 

come over to the house tomorrow afternoon about two. What do you say?”

My Carol Caldwell fantasies are coming true. “Okay. I’ll bring some music.”

“Great, Mister DJ Man.” Carol kisses me as Park and Posey catch up.

“C’mon, it’s getting cold.” A wind from the north has started up and we 

huddle away from it the rest of the way home. Both Park and me get goodnight 

kisses and we head the last two blocks together.

“Posey wouldn’t let me touch her,” says Park. “She kissed me once and 

said she’s going to be a virgin until her wedding night.”

“Aw, too bad, buddy. Carol wants to sketch me tomorrow. Her parents 

are away.”

“You dog.”

“Woof, woof.”

“No wet dreams for you tonight. Save it all up for Carol.” We laugh and 

part company. The snow is starting to blow around.
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The next morning Langwood is immersed in a blizzard, with heavy snow and 

high winds. Schools and school buses are cancelled, as are Remembrance Day 

services. Dad makes it to the Texaco yard in the car but has to walk home at 

noon. No fuel deliveries today. The highways are closed, snowed under. At 

noon the sky clears, the sun glares off the newly fallen snow and the wind dies 

down a bit. Dad stays home for the rest of the day. Carol calls to see if I’m still 

coming over. Yes, I am.

I look in my sock drawer for the rubber. It’s not there, or in any of the 

drawers. Mom found it! I check for the better-hidden one, good, it’s there. I 

carefully slide it into my wallet. I’m unnerved, because if they have the rubber, 

why haven’t they said anything? I take some 45s along, too.

The Caldwells live in a huge modern house on the north end of Calliper 

Lake, a “rich people’s house,” as Dad calls it. Their picture window looks out 

onto the lake and one of the best vistas in Langwood, but with today’s new 

snow you’d never know there was a lake there. It’s a white expanse that goes 

on forever. The sun is blinding off the new snow and I squint, shielding my 

eyes with my mittens, as I trudge through the drifts.

“Hi, Carol.” I stamp the snow off my boots.

“What’s it like out?”

“Cold and bright. I think I have a little snow blindness from the glare.” 

I squint my eyes, opening and closing them until colours settle out of the 

whiteness. “That’s better.”

I hand Carol the 45s and she starts going through them as I take off my 

parka. “Oh, I like that Martha and the Vandellas song, and this Rolling Stones 

one, Time Is on My Side.”

“Both among my faves.” We hug. Her eyes are so brown today. I notice 

her sketch pad and pencil set on the dining room table.

“Want a Tab?” Carol asks.

“Yuck. No, I’m fine.”
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We play some 45s on her parents’ brand-new stereo system, which is massive 

and takes up most of one end of the room. Dancing in the Streets never sounded 

better. Well, maybe on WLS. I turn it up really loud and it still sounds great; 

nothing distorts. Carol and me dance, or try to, on the deep pile carpet in the 

living room. Our dance becomes calisthenics in PT.

“Please, oh please play this one, Mister DJ Man. I heard it on the radio a 

few times. It’s spooky and the band has a very weird name, eh?”

Carol hands me a 45. “The Zombies, yeah. Great name. The vocalist sounds 

like a ghost. I love the full stop before the wacky organ break.” I drop the 

stylus onto She’s Not There. We both listen with eyes closed. I play it again.

“What do you think the song’s about, Jim?”

“She’s an imaginary woman that he makes real by describing her, but in reality, 

she’s not there. She doesn’t exist anywhere but in his imagination, in his hope. She’s 

a fantasy. She’s wicked, and that makes him want her more, even as a fantasy.”

“Really? That’s deep. I think he’s just another horny guy with a broken 

heart missing a bad girl who screwed him once and moved on.”

I chuckle with surprise. “That, too.” Carol is smiling. She gets her sketch pad 

and pencils and sits in the big easy chair across from me. She draws as we talk.

“I wanted to tell you my dad heard that somebody had seen Dirk Stabalski 

in Edmonton, of all places.”

“Really? When was that?”

“I think about two weeks ago. It was some uncle of Dirk’s who was talking 

about it.”

“Uncle Tony?”

“Could be.”

“What else did he say?”

“Don’t know anything else. Do you think Dirk’s in Edmonton?”

“I don’t know. He could be. I sure hope it was him. Coming from Tony, 

I’m not so sure.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t trust this Tony guy.”

“You know him?”
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“I met him once and heard a lot about him from Dirk.”

“I’ll ask my dad if he remembers anything else Tony said.”

“No, don’t do that. It’s okay. Not a big deal.” I make a mental note to add 

this to my Dirk file.

“Wanna see?” Carol motions with the sketch pad. I nod. She lays it down 

on the coffee table between us.

“Who’s that handsome guy?” I ask.

“That’s you, Jim Crawford.”

“No.”

“That’s what you look like, trust me.”

The drawing is more than a caricature, which I thought it would be. Though 

she captured the curl of my hair, my eyes and nose don’t seem to work together 

and my mouth has a lop-sided smile.

“Looking more familiar?”

“I guess.”

“Oh, c’mon, Jim. You spend hours in front of a mirror when you work 

out and you say you don’t recognize yourself? I say BS on that one.”

“You’re right, Carol. It’s me and only me.”

“Now I want to do one with your shirt off.”

I take off my checked long-sleeve shirt and flex.

“Need a mirror?” Carol chuckles. “Sit on this stool.” She points to a 

footstool and I position myself on it, all chesty and half-naked. I’m hoping no 

one can see into the living room from the street.

“You know, the girls, even some older ones, even some in Grade 12, think 

you and Park are the hottest boys in high school.”

“Really?” It’s fake surprise.

“If you haven’t noticed that by now, then you’re easy pickin’s for them.”

“How could I not notice? Park calls it aggressive flirting. Wedge says it’s 

cock tease. I enjoy it. It’s fun. One of the side effects of having a good body. 

That’s all. Not serious.”

“Some girls are more serious than others.” Carol slides the sketch pad 

toward me. “What do you think?”
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The drawing’s just my torso, no head. She’s got the muscles down pretty 

well, maybe exaggerating my shoulders a bit.

“That is me. Well done.”

“It’s just a quick sketch. Human bodies are difficult to draw well,” Carol 

says. “But if you have a fine subject it’s a breeze. I’ll be right back.”

Carol disappears up the stairs and I stare at her sketch. I flip back a page 

for the head drawing. Put together, she’s captured me well, and I do look kind 

of hot I’m thinking as Carol returns. She’s carrying the Polaroid Land Camera.

“I’d like to do a more serious sketch of you later, Jim, so can I take a picture 

of you to use for reference?”

“Sure.” I stand up and flex for her. She takes three pictures of me in various 

poses. We sit on the sofa waiting for the pictures to arrive. They all turn out to 

have something funny about them: my expression, a shadow over my chest shaped 

like a cross, an odd light behind me. “That camera takes weird pictures,” I say.

“It does. My dad says it takes honest pictures. Are these honest pictures?”

We both stare at the three little squares. Carol puts her arm around my 

bare shoulders. My muscles twitch at her touch.

“Jim, kiss me now.” I do. Our kiss is so passionate that I am immediately 

lost in it and get an instant hard-on, probably my fastest ever! We collapse onto 

the expensive leather sofa, which embraces us like a mother does.

Carol clutches my shoulders and grabs my gaze. “Jim, come with me.”

I’d go anywhere with her at that moment, anywhere. She takes hold of my 

belt (do all women haul men around by their belts?) and leads me upstairs to 

her bedroom, which is completely dark but for three red candles burning on a 

bureau. Mingling with the candle wax smell is the perfume that Carol wears. I 

recognize it from the waltzes at the school dance, and here it is again, living in 

her bedroom. It draws me to her. “Wait,” she says. “There has to be music.”

I’m so hard.

Carol puts an LP on a little record player in the corner of the bedroom, which 

is frillier and pinker than I had imagined Carol’s bedroom to be. I thought there 

would be a picture of a horse, but there isn’t. Moon River by Henry Mancini 

starts to play softly. “Do you approve of the music selection, Mister DJ Man?”
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“Breakfast at Tiffany’s soundtrack, right?” She nods. “Perfect.” I mean it 

as I unbutton my jeans.

Carol takes off her blouse. Her beautiful breasts press against me. “She’s 

not there, but I am. I’m here, Jim, right here.”

We are naked in her bed (“The only bed I’ve ever slept in,” she whispers). 

Interrupted by the flipping of the LP, Carol and me sail away together down 

Moon River and beyond, entwined, rapt.

Carol is impressed that I brought a rubber with me. “Very mature,” she says.

“I like to keep track of where my come goes,” I honestly reply. Carol gives 

me a curious look and says, “Me, too.”

We pillow talk, the soft quiet mumble in the dark that explains everything 

without saying much. I’ve heard it down the little hall between my parents’ 

and my bedroom, but never made out a word. Now I’m pillow talking with 

Carol Caldwell in her only bed, and she feels incredible beside me, near and 

naked. She keeps touching my cock.

“You’re a prize, Jim.”

“You just won me, then?”

“I did. Wait. I got an idea.” Carol runs out of the bedroom and returns 

with the Polaroid Land Camera.

“I want a sexy picture of you, Jim, to sketch later, you know.”

Naked, Carol stands over me on the bed, her feet straddling my legs. 

She’s pointing the camera at me. “Pull the sheet down to below your belly 

button…a little more…more…good. Put your right hand behind your head. 

Good. Now look sexy.”

“I can’t help it.” I smile, the camera flashes and Carol climbs under the 

covers, holding the picture and giggling.

“Oh, you look sexy, very sexy, Jim.” Carol kisses me on the cheek. “Look 

at your expression.”

I’m not looking at the camera. I’m looking at something below the camera 

with the expression of a fox who just got the key to the henhouse. I look happy. 

That’s it. I’m happy; happiness is written across my face. The sheet is so low 

I can see the top of my pubic hair. I do look sexy.
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“Under this picture I’m going to write, I know how happy his clothes must 

be,” Carol says. “From what song?”

“That’s a poser. I know how happy his clothes must be…oh, the Essex, A 

Walkin’ Miracle. ‘I know how happy his clothes must be, because that’s how 

I feel when he’s close to me.’”

“Damn, you’re good.”

“Interesting use of clothes and close in the lyric, and you ain’t so bad yerself, 

shweetie. Do you plan to show this to the other girls in school?”

“Do you want me to?”

“I don’t think I need the exposure,” I chuckle.

“You don’t need to advertise, Jim. Watch the older girls watch you when 

you wear that tank top in gym.”

“I will, and you’re going to show the other girls that picture no matter 

what I say, aren’t you?”

Carol nods, grinning. “Haven’t you figured me out yet? I’m one of the serious 

girls when it comes to you. Those old bitches in Grade 12 just lost out big time 

because, Jim Crawford, you, your firm body and your big dick are a prize I just 

won. And I’ve got the proof.” She waves the picture in front of my face.

I don’t really focus on what she’s saying, but I know it’s important. More 

important to me is my dilemma, and I say it out loud, interrupting Carol. “I’d 

like to have sex again, but I only brought one rubber.”

“Oh.” Carol’s not accustomed to being interrupted, but there are exceptions. 

“Oh. Yes, sure, of course…I’ll get one of my father’s. Hang on…” In a minute 

she’s back, a naked girl climbing into bed with me! “He keeps them in the 

second drawer down, under his socks.”

“We all do, Carol.” I quieten her with my kisses.

“…wider than a mile…”

Afterwards, Carol says she thinks she just had her first orgasm but she’s 

not sure. “Girls’ aren’t as obvious as boys’. You guys squirt all over. Can’t miss 

it. It’s more subtle for us girls. At least that’s what Mom says. She was a sex 

therapist when she was in college. That’s where Dad met her.” Carol cuddles 

up next to me, her hand gently brushing my chest.



• 325 •

The afterglow, yes, the afterglow. I am floating but I feel so old, too old to 

be floating so high. Something ancient shivers through me. Carol shivers, too. 

One of the candles on the bureau extinguishes itself. The LP side has ended 

and the play-out groove quietly thunks in the corner. Neither of us want to 

move to stop it. Thunk, thunk, thunk. It becomes the metronome of our life.

“On, off, on, off, on, off…that’s all it is, Jim. That’s the future. On, off, 

on, off…” Carol whispers. Another candle sizzles out. “On, off, on, off, on, 

off…see?”

Thunk, thunk, thunk. I can’t stand it so I jump out of bed, lift the stylus, 

turn off the machine and slip back into bed just as the last candle dies on the 

bureau. The smell of wick smoke lingers for a minute. We hold each other in 

the dark, maybe we fall asleep for awhile.

As I’m gathering up my 45s I have a quick look through the Caldwell 

album collection. It’s mostly show tunes, some big band stuff and The Times 

They Are a-Changin’ by Bob Dylan.

“This looks out of place, Carol.”

“My folks belong to the Columbia Record Club. That was one month’s 

feature selection they sent us by mistake. CC loves it. Dad hates it. You can 

borrow it if you want.”

“Sure. The music mags write about him a lot, but I’ve only heard two or 

three songs. Not much into folk music. Gimme rock and roll any day.” I take 

the Dylan album with me.

“Thanks for a memorable Remembrance Day, Jim.” Carol kisses me. “Let’s 

do it again sometime.”

All I can do is smile and nod. Her eyes are so brown. The new word of the 

day is clitoris, which Carol described with a hands-on demonstration.

When I get home from Carol’s I hear big band music playing loud. Mom and 

Dad have the record player cranked up and they’re swaying around to Tuxedo 

Junction by Glenn Miller. Next to two glasses, the whisky bottle from above the 

fridge sits on the kitchen table with an inch left at the bottom. They don’t hear 

me come in, so I watch them for a minute while I get out of my heavy clothes. 

They are both quite drunk and having a fine time wobbling to the music.
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When the tune ends, they notice me. “Hi.”

“Well, hello, hello, Jimmy boy.” Dad’s not usually like this when he’s loaded. 

Usually he’s sad. He tries to bristle my cheek and nearly misses.

“We’ve been drinking,” Mom says. She hiccups and smiles. Her glasses 

aren’t on straight.

Mom and Dad drunk together! This seldom happens. “No kidding. What’s 

the occasion?”

“Well, Jimmy, c’mon, let’s sit down.” Dad weaves a little getting his drink 

from the table but manages to make the couch just as Mom makes her easy 

chair. I sit next to Dad, who’s sporting a silly grin with too many teeth so it 

looks like he’s growling.

Mom and Dad exchange uncertain looks. “You go first, Mother.”

“Look in the candy dish, Jim.”

The candy dish, which has always been on the coffee table, has paintings of 

herons and water lilies on it. The lid has a water lily bud for a handle. Usually 

when I lift the lid I find peppermints or butterscotch toffee. I carefully lift 

the lid. The only thing in the candy dish is my missing rubber. I pick it up. “I 

wondered where that went.” I look back and forth at them.

“We’re not going to ask you where you got that, Jim,” Dad says, a little 

slurry. “But we want to make sure you know how to use it. Do you?”

“Yeah. I know where it goes and what it does.”

“Good,” says Dad. “Good you know what to do with it, isn’t that right, 

Mother?”

“Righto, Johnny. It keeps the wolves at bay.” Dad howls like a wolf. Mom 

yips and yitters like a coyote. Now it’s getting weird.

“Something else Mother and I want to tell you is to always wear a condom 

on your cock when you fuck a girl.”

“Always,” Mom chimes in.

“A what?”

“A rubber, a condom. This.” Dad points to the little package. “You didn’t 

know they’re called condoms?”

“I didn’t, but I do now. Thanks, Dad.” He looks at me with a familiar 



• 327 •

drunken look, the one where it feels like he’s looking right through me as if 

I’m not even there. “Hi, Dad,” I say hoping to bring him back.

“Hi, son.” Dad grins as he talks. “Your mother and me want you to have 

enough condoms, so go to my second drawer down…”

“I know where they are, Dad.”

“Sure, second drawer down, under my socks, and bring me four condoms, 

NOW!” I jump to it. There are five in his drawer. I break off a strip of four and take 

them back to the living room. Mom’s starting to look a little green from the alcohol.

“Four? That’s good, Jim. You keep those, use those. They’re the good ones.”

“You only have one left,” I tell Dad. I think of Stranger on the Shore and 

Mom’s jumping juices.

“And, Jim.” Dad takes both my hands in his. He’s as stern as possible. “Jim, 

never fuck a Catholic girl. Do you hear me? Never fuck a Catholic girl.”

“Amen,” Mom says.

“No Catholic girls, ever. Understand?”

“No, I don’t. Why not?”

“Well, Jim, if you get a Catholic girl pregnant, she won’t have an abortion, 

because it’s against their religion, and you’ll have to marry her and you’ll be 

miserable for the rest of your life because her parents won’t like you, and 

Catholics aren’t very nice people. So never fuck a Catholic girl!” Dad’s becoming 

more adamant about this. “You say it. Say it, Jim.”

“I swear I will never fuck a Catholic girl.”

“Good boy.” Mom applauds from her chair. “Good boy!”

“I’m proud of you, son.” Dad’s getting teary-eyed. “We’re both proud, Jim.” 

A tear rolls down his cheek and he sniffles a little. “Here’s to our wonderful 

son, Mother.” Dad raises his glass, as does Mom. “To no Catholic girls,” says 

Mom. They both drain their glasses.

“Jim, can you get the bottle off the table and pour us another, please?”

I slip the condoms into my pocket. “Sure, Mom.” I split the whisky between 

them, glasses half-full.

Mom takes a small sip, dry-heaves, sets the glass down with a bang and 

struggles to her feet, heading for the bathroom and making it to the toilet 
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just in time, I hope. Dad sits in that smiley oblivious way drunk people do, 

weaving slightly.

“My parents, your grandparents, told me never to fuck a Catholic girl, Jim, 

so this is family wisdom that’s been handed down. It’s the truth. You hand it 

down to your kids, for sure, eh?”

“I’ll do that for sure, Dad.”

Mom emerges from the bathroom. “I’m not feeling well. I’m going to bed.” 

She disappears into their bedroom, closing the door.

Dad’s getting woozy. “One more thing, Jim. Don’t jack off so much. You’ll 

go blind, honest to God, you’ll go blind and you’ll have to learn Braille and all 

that shit. And your cock won’t grow if you jack off too much. It’ll stay one 

size. Do you understand me, son?”

“I do, Dad, but I love jacking off, as you call it.”

“We all do, son.” Dad smiles at me but there is sadness behind the alcohol 

haze in his eyes. “We all do. Try not to do it so much. And be more tidy with 

the Kleenex afterwards.”

“I will. Thanks, Dad. I love you.”

“I love you, too, son.” Dad’s embrace is awkward but honest. “I think 

I’ll just stretch out here,” he says getting horizontal on the couch. Two 

minutes later he’s snoring softly as counterpoint to Mom puking into the 

white basin in the bedroom. It’s 5:45 in the afternoon. The sex talk is over.

I put all my condoms under my socks in the second drawer down, make 

a cheese sandwich, pour a glass of milk, grab the records and head down to 

the rumpus room to ponder my day. A day to remember, November 11, 1964.

The Number One song is Do Wah Diddy Diddy by Manfred Mann.

At the end of November, The Beatles release a new 45. CKY has the exclusive 

again and I await Friday at 4:55 for its debut. A new Beatles album will come 

out just in time for Christmas. The Beatles are making a second movie, in colour 

this time, to be released next summer. The Beatles have throngs of naysayers 
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who call them a flash in the pan and say they’ll be forgotten in a month. Even 

the music mags are wondering if The Beatles can sustain these great songs, so 

I’m keen to hear what comes next.

All day Friday CKY has been busting a gut with excitement over the new 

Beatles record. BJ the DJ is the drive home disc jockey. “Here it comes, Beatles 

fans! Today’s the day, and this is the moment you’ve been waiting for. The new 

Beatles record is called I Feel Fine and you won’t hear this on any other radio 

station until tomorrow!”

I hear a buzz and a hum followed by a pretty guitar riff and Ringo’s bubbly 

beat. Sounds like John singing, more wondrous harmonies, especially on the 

chorus. During George’s countrified guitar break the station adds “A CKY 

Exclusive-sive-sive.” All in all, the boys are in love and feeling fine about it. 

Once again, the song brings that special joy only The Beatles can create in my 

heart! BJ plays it again. Even better the second time. As promised, 30 minutes 

later BJ flips it over and play She’s a Woman, a sparse love song with catchy 

guitar work and a mumbling piano. More joy in my heart. The Four are still Fab.
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December 1964

Mom comes home from her December book club meeting smiling and 

inspired.

“Good meeting?” Dad asks, looking up from the Brandon Sun.

“Ever since Dig Biggs joined the club, we’ve had stimulating discussions. 

He’s very intelligent, inquisitive and well-read.”

“You call him Dig? To his face?” I ask.

“Yes. All the adults do, but you can’t, Jim. After the meeting we had a 

chat. He talked about you.”

“Really? What did he say?”

“It was teacher talk, comparing notes on why we wanted to be teachers. 

Dig’s grandfather told him when he was in high school before the war that after 

the war ended there would be plenty of extra kids and they will need teachers, 

always need teachers. His grandfather said your generation will be different 

than any before, and he’s right.”

“How are we different?”

“His grandfather said you would be the children of war yet be very affluent, 

want for little. He said your generation is going to change things, redefine our 

values, make us see the world in a new way. Your sheer numbers will change 

the future. You’re the ‘pig in the python,’ as Dig says.”
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Dad chuckles. “That’s a good one.”

“The pig in the… I don’t get that. Why am I the pig?”

“Because there’s so damn many of your generation. You’re the bulge in 

the system, the unmistakable lump in the shape of a pig moving through the 

Python of Life.” Mom is enjoying herself today.

“Oh, yeah, I see.”

Mom continues. “Obviously Dig followed his grandfather’s advice. The 

exceptional generation he’s been waiting for is here, your generation, Jim. Dig 

thinks you are exceptional because you are hopeful, creative and far-seeing, 

meaning you can envision a better future for yourself and for the world. At 

the same time, he has a warning for you and your friends, Jim.”

“What kind of warning?”

“It’s in a book Dig loaned me, a book that his grandfather gave him.” 

Mom rifles through her book bag. “Here. It’s called The Mechanical Bride

by some guy named McLaren, no, McLuhan, Marshall McLuhan. He’s from 

Winnipeg, of all places!”

“The mechanical bride? Hang on, Mary, that doesn’t sound very wholesome,” 

Dad cuts in.

“I’ll read it first, John, to make sure it’s suitable for the boy. I do 

that with all the books from the club. This one’s about how advertising 

affects us.”

“Okay, Mary. You’re the reader.”

“That’s a strange title.” I riffle through the book. It immediately grabs my 

attention. “I hope you let me read this, Mom. It looks really interesting right 

from the title. The Mechanical Bride…hmmm.” Dad takes the book from me 

and leafs through it, frowning a little.

Later, Park and I discuss this exceptional generation thing. Park says, “Are 

we actually special, or are we just next? Maybe we’re all just piggies dissolving 

in the digestive juices of the Python of Life.”



• 332 •

Christmas isn’t at Shel and Bry’s this year because one of their cows kicked 

Aunt Shel and broke her arm. Mom says that leaves Sanka as the only Rankin 

who hasn’t broken a bone in a farm accident.

Instead we gather at the Crawfords’, not us, the other Crawfords, in 

Clearstream. They live in a huge house on the edge of town with a fine view 

of the river valley. Their dining room is as big as our whole house. It needs 

to be to accommodate the clan, today totalling 24, around the long oak table 

which has three three-flame candelabra along its centre. The room is rich with 

the aroma of food, pine and cigarette smoke.

Usually when this many Swyers get together, something very dramatic 

happens, always involving tears and yelling. What will it be this time?

The first order of business as everyone arrives is to sign Shel’s cast if you 

haven’t already. Shel apologizes profusely to everyone for breaking her arm 

at Christmas and not being able to cook, and she means it.

Lacy greets me wearing a Santa hat and carrying a piece of mistletoe she 

holds over our heads. We kiss just as Aunt Agnes announces 60 minutes to 

sit-down time.

“That should be enough time. C’mon.” She grabs my belt and we go down 

a long hall and another long hall to the end room. It’s her bedroom. Lacy locks 

the door.

“I’m not going to fuck you, Lacy,” I say.

“Oh.” She’s genuinely disappointed. “But that’s my Christmas gift to you.”

“I know, but you’ve had three abortions.”

“Four, actually. Someone lost count. You know who the father of the last 

one was?”

“Who?”

“Cousin Gene. We visited them at their farm last spring. Him and me were 

watching some sheep fucking in the field so I took him to the loft of their barn and 

hauled his ashes for an hour. Man, he’s some hefty oaf in the dick department. Made 

him come in me five times. I don’t think he’d ever come before. Cousin-to-cousin 

babies are always retards so that one had to go, too. Now it’s your turn, Jim, to put a 

baby in me. It’s okay. They’ll take it out. After you, cousin Bo is ripe for the picking.”
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Lacy takes off her blouse. “No, Lacy, stop.” She doesn’t. “STOP!” She 

does just as she’s reaching around to unhook her bra.

“Okay, Jim. Cool it.”

“There’s a rule that goes way way back in the Crawford and Swyers 

Handbook relating to this. If I recall, it strictly forbids fucking your cousins 

because, well…just don’t do it. It’s gross. It’s wrong.”

“You think I’m gross?”

“Not you, the thing, sex cousin thing. Lacy, you are a nymphomaniac. Has 

anyone ever told you that?”

“My father says I’m a nympho. You know, Jim, no matter how many young 

guys I fuck, Daddy’s still the best I’ve ever had.”

Is she putting me on? She acts like an even more awkward Marilyn Monroe, 

without the looks and in some kind of nympho trance.

“LACY! LACY!” I clap my hands twice. “LACY!” Two more claps. I’ve 

startled her out of the trance and into the present. “SAY YOUR NAME!”

“I’m Lacy Crawford. Hi, Jim.” She’s been transformed into a calmer version.

“Hi, Lacy. I’m Jim Crawford.”

“Are we married?” she says.

“Nice try.”

“Merry Christmas anyway,” she coos.

As I walk back down the hallways I realize my palms and scalp are sweating. 

Rita sees me first.

“Hey, cuz, all okay?” She puts her arms around my shoulders, feeling my 

muscles. She notices the wet circles under my armpits.

Lacy comes down the hallway with the Santa hat and mistletoe and heads 

straight for cousin Bodean. A minute later they’re gone. He’s thirteen.

“Very good, in fact, Rita. Are you having a merry Christmas so far?”

“So far, so merry. You?”

“Ho Ho Ho! Life’s a bowl of Grape-Nuts.”

“Is that some of your poetry? Mom said Mary said you write poems.”

“I do, but I doodle them more than write them.”

“Huh?”
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“Okay, here’s one of my very best poems, for a number of reasons that 

shall immediately become obvious.”

Some curious attention is being directed my way from various family 

members not lost in the gab. Someone whispers and everyone quiets to hear 

little Jimmy’s poem. I’m thinking: “Shit, I was just putting her on.” To quote 

a wise man, Life is short, death is long, play the jukebox. Why not? I raise my 

voice a little.

“In case those not within earshot missed it, yes, I do write poems, and 

Rita has asked me to recite one of them. This is one of my very best poems. 

I’m very proud of it.”

I’m enjoying the audience. Mom is smiling wanly. Dad tips his glass of 

whisky at me.

“It’s one of my best poems because it’s short. It’s called Birthday.”

I can’t believe the hush in the room. They are mine, all mine. I take a 

dramatic step forward.

“Birthday.” Dramatic pause.

“Light all the candles, Mona.” Dramatic pause.

“Blow out the candles, Ezra.” Dramatic pause.

“Light all the candles, Mona.” Dramatic pause.

“Blow out the candles, Grandfather.” Dramatic pause.

I take a step back and bow profusely to equal amounts of laughter, applause 

and bewilderment. I bow again and again until I get dizzy.

Dad’s shaking his head and rolling his eyes, Mom’s amused, with that You’re 

amazing look on her face. Still love that! I’m happy they don’t want an encore; 

it was hard enough to come up with that on the spot let alone a second poem.

“You are a poet,” says Rita.

Riley comes over. “That sounded like beat poetry, Jim. Very good.”

“What’s beat poetry?”

“You should know about that. Allen Ginsberg, Lawrence Ferlinghetti. 

I’ll get you a Beat book for your birthday. Look up haiku as well. You’d be 

good at haiku.”

“What’s haiku?”
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“Look it up Jim. H-A-I-K-U. Haiku. Never stop learning.” Riley beams 

at me. “Do you like the Beatles record?”

“Haven’t listened to it yet, but I’m sure I will. They just keep getting 

better, don’t they?”

“Better and better.”

“I hate The Beatles,” cousin Gene says behind me. “The Beatles are for 

queers.”

“Who do you like, Gene?” Riley asks.

“Dave Clark Five. They’re real men with big dicks and big sound. Their 

dicks are as big as saxophones. Bits and Pieces clobbers all The Beatles’ songs 

at once.” Gene makes big fists and does small punching motions toward us. 

No one responds.

“DC5 rocks,” I say.

“Who?” asks Gene.

“DC5…Dave Clark Five.” Gene looks like he’s about to take a swing at 

me. That would hurt. I start clapping my hands, smiling and singing, “I’m in 

pieces, bits and pieces, I’m in pieces, bits and pieces.” The other cousins join 

in and soon even Gene unclenches his fists a little and sings along.

Aunt Agnes announces five minutes to sit-down time and we all search 

around the table for our names. Nearly everyone’s seated when Bodean comes 

lurching down the hallway toward the throng, Lacy not far behind him. Bo’s 

eyes are terrified and he’s white as a sheet. He heads to Aunt Shel, who takes him 

in her good arm. He cries as he whispers to her, his face buried in her hair. As 

she listens, Aunt Shel’s eyes widen and shock covers her face, replaced by eye-

squinting anger directed at Lacy, who is seated right across the table from her.

“YOU…LITTLE…WHORE!” Aunt Shel stands up, still clutching Bo to 

her ample bosom. “YOU…LITTLE…WHORE!”

The Swyers floor show has begun.

“Shelley,” Agnes says, with a subtle cutting edge. “Sit down. Be quiet.”

“Fuck you, Agnes. Your daughter is a whore. She’ll fuck anything with 

a dick. She’s a sex maniac and needs to get help. How long are you going 

to ignore this? And Ray, how long can you ignore that your daughter is a 
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nymphomaniac?” Uncle Ray is very red-faced and can’t look anywhere but 

at his lap. Shel glares at Lacy. “How many abortions have you had, Lacy?”

A few gasps around the table. “I was telling little cousin Jimmy earlier today that 

I’ve had four abortions, so far. He thought I only had three. But Jimmy wouldn’t 

fuck me today because he thinks I’ve had enough abortions.” Lacy stares at me.

I’m getting red. “She’s right. I didn’t fuck her because you don’t fuck 

family – period.” Mom has that You’re amazing look again.

“I do.” Lacy sneers at me. “In fact, Auntie Shelley, the last baby they scraped 

out of me was left there by none other than your dear Gene, who loved having 

his big fat dick inside a girl, any girl, because his parents don’t let him near 

girls. He might break their arm or their neck. He’s so stwong.”

Gene is curling himself into a tight ball on the elegant old chair. He looks 

like a badly folded quilt. Snuffling noises come from under the napkin he’s 

spread over his face. He feels the heat of his mother’s glare burning him. Shel 

turns her wrath toward Lacy.

“YOU…BITCH!”

“And today Boooooodean, such a little man.”

Bo snuggles closer to Shel, sobbing, “No, no, no, no…”

“We played the Tarzan and Jane in the jungle game, didn’t we, Bo? You liked 

the part where I put your big cock inside my pussy, didn’t you, Bo? It made you 

cry. Real tears were dripping off you onto my naked tits as you shot your load in…”

“ENOUGH!” Ray Crawford out of the haze. “LACY, GO TO YOUR 

ROOM AND STAY THERE!”

“Awww, Daddy. Can I take someone with me?”

“GO! NOW!” Ray points toward the hallway.

Lacy stands and sneers at Shel. “Two down, one to go.” Lacy turns her 

gaze to Sanka.

“He’s TEN,” Shel sneers back at Lacy.

“Maybe I should start on uncles, then. John, you wanna pinch-hit for 

Jimmy today?” Lacy says, running her hand through Dad’s hair as she passes 

and goes dancing down the hallway. “You know where to find me, boys,” she 

yells as she turns the corner.
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Dad shakes his head.

“I’ll start bringing the food,” Aunt Agnes says, as chipper as chipper can 

be, as if none of this just happened. In our own ways, everyone agrees with her.

We eat sumptuously. The mood becomes more jovial with every bite, every 

glass of wine, every off-colour joke, every smile from Mom, every minute we 

are away from Lacy. Although he has to run off to puke a few times, Bodean 

makes it through the meal, as do we all.

Afterwards, the carol-singing around the out-of-tune piano played 

by Agnes lacks enthusiasm and encourages more whisky. Even after my 

suggestion of Waltzing Matilda, “because it’s Christmas in Australia, too,” 

gets a rough verse and chorus, it’s obvious the Christmas spirit has eluded 

every one of us as we paste happy smiles on dour attitudes and get through 

one more family do.

Rating this Christmas on the Ten-Point Richter Scale of Swyers Family 

Eruptions, I’d say this is an eight, tops. It lacks the throwing of things and 

curtain-ripping of previous disputes. Abortions notwithstanding, its sheer 

sexiness adds to the overall rating.

A week later, while Ray and Agnes Crawford welcome in 1965 at the Clearstream 

New Year’s Eve Soirée, an annual event that draws a large crowd from near and 

far, Lacy shoots herself in the head in her bedroom with one of Ray’s many 

pistols. The autopsy reveals she was pregnant.

While John and Mary Crawford welcome in 1965 at the Swedemans’ noisy 

house party, Park and me once again get to count down the CKY Top Fifty 

for the Year together at my house, with one new addition: Carol Caldwell will 

be joining us and bringing her Top Fifty list (no less) for the year. Park said 

his folks decided not to hole up for New Year’s and do the opposite – have a 

party this year.

Mom’s gotten in two boxes of Old Dutch Rip-L Chips and some dill pickle 

dip, all on sale at the LLP as a New Year’s Eve special for $1.79. I picked three 



• 338 •

bottles of root beer and three Stubby grapes for our beverages and my Top 

Ten list is hot off the Quiet Riter.

“Sean said he’d show me your workout room, Jim,” Dad says as he shaves 

for the party.

“Great. Look on the wall and you’ll see our workout routines and the number 

of reps we do for each. Tell me what you think.” As I watch Dad shave, I recognize 

his shoulders. They are the shoulders I see in the workout mirror, exactly the same 

shape and musculature, moving the same way. I reach out and put my hand on 

Dad’s bare shoulder. It feels the same as mine. He looks at my hand and at me.

“Thanks, Dad.”

Dad smiles through the shaving cream that covers half his face, the razor 

in midair. “For what, son?”

“For…your shoulders.”

Dad’s confused. “My shoulders?”

“They’re great shoulders, Dad. Now I got ’em.”

I strip off my sweatshirt and crowd in on the little mirror, shoulder to 

shoulder with Dad.

“See? Thanks.”

He’s chuckling. “You’re welcome, Jim. They’re really your Grandpa 

Crawford’s shoulders. That’s where I got them.”

“And thanks for…everything. For everything, Dad.”

Dad sets the razor down on the edge of the sink. “Jim, I didn’t do it alone, 

couldn’t have done it alone. Your mother is the strength of this family. She’s 

the one who wields the power of the past, the present and the future. I’m the 

tagalong, Jim. You are, too. She’s the one we both need to thank.”

Mom emerges from the bedroom. “Who do you need to thank?” she asks, 

putting on the clip-on earrings I gave her for Christmas.

Dad gestures.

I say, “You, Mom. Thank you for everything.” She stops in her tracks. She 

looks great tonight. She shouldn’t cry right now, but she just might.

“You’re welcome, Jim.” She looks past me at Dad, who’s chuckling and 

wiping the shaving cream away. She doesn’t cry.
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“We were just comparing shoulders, Dad and me. See? We’re the same.” 

We both stand straight up, chests out, shoulders squared, jaws firm. Mom looks 

back and forth between us.

“My handsome bookends,” she says, wiping some shaving cream off Dad’s 

cheek and smearing it on mine.

“We love you, Mary.” Dad hugs Mom. “That’s what us awkward guys is 

tryin’ to tell to youse, such a bootiful woman…ah, gee.”

“I love you, Mom.” We’re group hugging. As strong as Dad’s muscles feel, 

I know he is right. Mom is the strength that transcends the physical, the true 

bond of the family. I whisper to him, “I know what you mean.” Dad smiles 

and nods. “Smart boy.”

“Don’t crush the hairdo! My hairdresser worked for two hours on that 

today.”

“Don’t you mean half an hour of hairdo and ninety minutes of gossip?”

“That’s about right, John. Get dressed.” Dad disappears into the bedroom. 

“When’s Park coming over?”

“Any minute.”

“And Carol’s coming over, too? I hear you two are an item.”

“An item? What’s that?”

“That you’re dating.”

“Carol and me’ve known each other a long time, Mom. We’re friends who 

have fun together. That’s all.”

“Your dad and I both like Carol a lot. Her parents are wonderful people. 

We work together in the church.”

I lean close to Mom, “I know, and the best thing is, she’s not Catholic, right?”

Mom nods large. “Our good son.”

Park’s rap is timed perfectly. “Hey, Park.”

“Hi, Jim. Mrs. Crawford, you look ravishing as ever tonight.” Park gently 

takes Mom’s hand and kisses it with a slight bow.

“Thank you for your gracious manner, Park. Chivalry is not dead,” Mom 

chuckles. Dad’s wearing the blue cardigan sweater Mom gave him for Christmas. 

She says blue is his colour and she’s right.
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“Hi, Park. Happy New Year.” Dad shakes Park’s hand.

“Happy New Year, Mister Crawford.”

“You know what, Park?” Dad is stern and looking Park right in the eye. “I 

want you to call me and Mary by our first names from now on. Is that okay, 

Mother?” Mom nods and smiles. “I’m John, she’s Mary. No more mister and 

missus. Got it?”

“Got it. Thanks…John.”

“The Chernobles are picking us up shortly. We’ll have a drink at their new 

place before heading over to your house, Park.”

“Mom and Dad are very excited about the party. Dad’s been practicing 

his new jokes. They’re not good, but laugh anyway, okay, please.” Park is 

mockingly funny. We all laugh.

“Ten-four,” Dad says. “I have a few new jokes of my own.”

“Lord help us.” Mom rolls her eyes. A car horn honks outside.

“That’s them.” Mom and Dad get into their light coats. Dad takes two 

bottles from above the fridge, Mom takes a platter of something from inside 

the fridge and they’re gone.

“Countdown starts in seven minutes. When’s Carol coming?”

“She had some family thing with a cousin so she’ll be here around nine 

or so.”

“I’m glad she’s coming.”

“Me, too. She made up her Top Fifty for the year.”

“Wow! Very cool girl. You have a very cool girlfriend, Jim Crawford.”

“I haven’t thought much about Carol being my girl or anything like that. 

We’re intimate friends. How do you like that description: intimate friends? 

Others are making us an item, as Mom calls it, but we’re not in love. That’s what 

I mean. We’re not in love. We’re friends who enjoy each other in numerous 

ways. Nothing else has happened since Remembrance Day.”

“It will,” assures Park. “It will.”

I turn on the big stereo and pop a couple of root beers for us. CKY’s Jimmy 

Darin plays the thunderous intro to the countdown, a pretty good collage of 

the year’s hits followed by a long drum roll that rumbles under Jimmy, who 
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proclaims 1964 to be a watershed year in music and announces the #50 song 

for 1964. The Girl from Ipanema by Getz and Gilberto spins.

“This grew on me,” I say. “I went to the beach and watched her along with 

a million other guys.”

“Close your eyes. What colour’s her bikini?”

“Black.”

“Blue.”

“Blonde.”

“Brunette.”

“Blue.”

“Brown.”

And so the first dozen songs go by. A car pulls up in front of the house, 

someone gets out, Carol raps on the door a minute later.

“Come in, Carol.”

“Happy New Year, Jim.” She’s smiling a lot, really a lot! She’s very happy. 

It seems familiar somehow.

She takes off her coat and hugs me. “You smell good,” she says. “Old 

Spice for Christmas?”

She has a new scent, too. It smells like marijuana.

“Happy New Year, Park.”

Park hugs her. “HNY to you too, Boo-Boo.” Park smells it, too.

“So, what number are we at?”

“We’re at #38, which is Billy J. Kramer, Little Children. I’ve been making 

a CKY list. Did you bring yours?”

“Right here.” She whips out her typed list and adds it to ours on the coffee 

table. Park and me peruse her list as she looks over ours. The lists are very similar.

“Birds of a feather,” she says.

After a Champs commercial, Jimmy Darin says #37 is one of the weirdest 

songs of the year. She’s Not There spins. Carol and me exchange smiles. Park 

notices, of course.

“That’s in my Top Ten. Number six,” I say.

“Number nine on mine,” says Park.
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“Number three here,” says Carol.

“Root beer, Carol?”

“Sure, and a glass.”

Carol’s sitting in Mom’s chair. The oddness of it makes me chuckle as I set 

her root beer and glass on Mom’s little table next to Mom’s pills and creams 

and notepads.

“Tell us about your cousin.”

“Cousin Mike. What a guy! On my mom’s side. We’re kissin’ cousins; 

he’s adopted.”

“Did you just smoke a joint with him?” I ask.

Carol sets the bottle down loudly. “How would you…you, you, Jim. And 

Park. Both of you have been stoned. Ha! I’ll be damned.”

The Shangri-Las wail out #36, Leader of the Pack. “Perfect song, #12 on 

my list,” says Carol. “Mike rides a Harley in the summer.”

That’s aroused my curiosity. “What does Mike do?”

“He works at his father’s construction company, Coacher Construction, 

and lives in Portage. He’s a rebel.”

I don’t let on I know Mike and Carol doesn’t push it. I make a smoking 

motion to Park, who nods.

“Park and me thought we’d go to the garage and smoke a joint. Wanna 

join us?”

“For future reference, Jim, you never have to ask. Let’s go,” says Carol.

It’s freezing cold in the garage. Park has matches. I make a mental note to 

dispose of the burnt ones. I think of Dirk. A few drags on the joint and we’re 

all high as kites. It feels great to be high again, especially with Park and Carol. 

None of us can stop smiling. We’ve finished one box of chips and most of the 

dip is gone.

“Do you have anything sweet? I’m craving sweet,” says Carol.

“Check the candy dish on the coffee table.”

Carol lifts the lid. Instead of candy, there’s the condom in its wrapper. 

Carol starts to laugh. “Did you put that there?” she asks me.

“I didn’t, swear to God. Yesterday it had peppermints in it. I did not put 
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that there, but, weirdly, one of my parents did.” We savour the weirdness and 

burst out laughing.

“Did they only leave one?” Park asks and laughs.

“You guys have high expectations, don’t you? C’mon, Jim.” Carol leads 

me into my bedroom and two minutes later we’re naked, in my bed this time. 

It’s all about rock and roll for ten minutes and we have orgasms together, the 

countdown our muffled soundtrack.

Floating in the afterglow, Carol snuggles me. “You and me are an item in 

bed and elsewhere, Jim. I like that. But at this time of year we need to think 

of others less fortunate, such as Park.”

“How is Park less fortunate?”

“I know for a fact that Posey is a virgin who wants to stay that way ’til her 

wedding night. Fine. Now regarding poor Park, that leaves just Shankmann 

as his only sexual encounter.”

“It was bad, very bad.”

“It always is with a skank. So, I propose we share our joy with Park and 

I show him what sex is like with a real woman. I brought extra rubbers. You 

can watch.”

“Just watch?” I chuckle and nod. “Park, can you come here?”

I turn on the dim light. Park comes to the door. “Yeah?”

“Come in,” says Carol. Slowly Park pushes the door open and sees us 

both in bed.

“Yeah?” He’s leery.

“Let’s make it a real party, Park. We’re all high. Strip down and climb in.” 

Carol lifts the sheets to reveal her naked body.

“Really? Jim, are you okay with…”

“It’ll be fun, and Carol will show you how a real woman makes love to 

a man.”

Park has his shirt half off as he’s saying, “Well, I don’t know about…”

Carol and me chuckle. Park climbs in next to Carol.

“The two men I love most in all the world and they’re naked beside me.” 

Carol takes a penis in each hand. “Okay Park, pretend you’re a virgin for just 
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a couple of minutes.” Carol guides Park through sweet lovemaking, gentle and 

kind but firm and instructive.

I watch him lose himself in her. It is beautiful to see, to feel the heat from, 

to feel a part of. I run my hand over Park’s back; it’s wet with sweat. He smiles 

at me. “Wet and dry,” he says, starting a low growl that grows into a full blown 

howl just as he comes loudly. Carol’s sweating and moaning too. I mix their 

sweat together in the palms of my hands and feel tremendous love for both 

my friends, for their trust.

Park flops onto his back. “I’m definitely not a virgin now.” We all laugh. 

“Yeah, it worked this time, I’m pretty sure.”

“Damn, you’re good, Park. You been giving him lessons, Jim?” Carol says. 

I shrug and wonder what she means.

“You said you loved both of us,” says Park.

“I do,” says Carol. “Not just love, but trust you both. Doing what I just 

did with you two can get a girl a reputation, right?” We both nod. “So what 

happened in Jim’s bed tonight does not leave this room. Understood?” We 

nod. “Say you understand.”

“My lips are sealed,” I say. “I understand.”

“I understand and this will be our secret,” says Park. His face and shoulders 

are still flushed. “It’s a great secret to have.”

“Carol, Park and me respect you. We both love you, too. We trust you.”

“I need the bathroom,” Carol says and leaves.

Park and me snuggle up to each other. “Thank you, Jim.”

“It was Carol’s great idea, Park. See how a woman makes love now? It 

was beautiful to watch.”

“I’m happy, satisfied, but something new has been revealed. The answer 

to the question: what makes the wolves down the hall howl?” We both laugh.

“Rock and roll is about fuckin’.”

“Amen,” he says. I put my arm around Park’s shoulder and we drift in 

the afterglow.

“Aren’t you a happy couple,” says Carol as she returns with her Polaroid 

camera. “How about a picture, boys? Naked and posing.”
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“No,” says Park, looking at me.

“She’s kidding.”

Carol climbs onto the bed and stands over us, pointing the camera carefully. 

“Move a little closer,” she says. “Pull the sheet down to your pubic hair. Good. 

Are you happy?” The flash blinds us temporarily, leaving a pulsing blue dot 

in the room. It fades in a minute. Carol snuggles between us with the picture. 

We watch the image seep into our world.

“You know what I see in the picture? I see you two are in love,” says Carol.

“We are. We’re in love with you,” I say.

“That’s probably true, but you’re also in love with each other. Look at 

how comfortable you both are, bodies entwined, faces relaxed, the looks you 

exchange. How you showed no shame when I came in the room. I don’t even 

think you fully realize it.”

“We love like brothers love, in many ways,” says Park. “We’ve shared the 

development of our bodies and because of that we’re comfortable touching each 

other. I love the feel of Jim’s body and he mine.” I nod. “We’ve participated in 

each other’s intellectual growth for almost a decade. We stimulate each other 

and we both grow as a result. That’s a kind of love,” says Park.

“It is. I agree,” I say. “Park and me got high together for the first time. 

We’ll be figuring that out for the rest of our lives, I’ll bet. We’re friends who 

are like family. I do love you, Park. In all those ways.”

Park is smiling on the other side of Carol. “I love you, Jim.”

“My boys.” Carol has a chin in each hand. “My handsome, special boys. 

You have a new relationship after tonight. You are now brozateekin.”

“What’s brozer…”

“Brozateekin describes the relationship between two men who have had 

sex with the same woman and are still friends afterwards.”

“What a funny word! Where did you learn…? CC, of course.”

“Who else would know about brozateekin, eh?” says Carol. “CC says it’s 

Norwegian.”

Park and me look at each other. “Brozateekin, wet and dry,” Park says. 

We laugh.
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By the time we’re dressed and decent, CKY’s countdown reaches #21, 

which is All My Loving by The Beatles.

“My turn to supply the weed,” says Carol, pulling a large joint from her 

bag. “Courtesy of Motorcycle Mike.”

“Happy New Year, Mike,” I say. We troop out to the cold, shiver, toke 

and laugh. I make sure to clean up any ashes we leave.

Back in the warmth, CKY’s #18 song for 1964 is an honourable mention 

of mine, My Boy Lollipop by Millie Small.

“Number seven on my list,” says Carol. “Who knows what this song is 

about?”

“Blow jobs,” I say.

“Bingo, Jim.”

We finish off the chips and the drinks. I find a package of chocolate wafer 

cookies, Dad’s favourites, and we devour them all.

CKY is at #14, Don’t Let the Sun Catch You Crying by Gerry and the 

Pacemakers, which is on Carol’s list at #43.

“They’re another Merseyside band from Liverpool, like The Beatles,” Park 

says. “They sound similar.”

“When we were smoking in the garage I thought of Dirk and how he loves 

fires,” I say. “He always wants to build a fire. I wonder where that came from?”

“I heard that his grandfather was a firebug and set fire to other people’s 

stuff,” says Carol.

“Could be.”

“I wonder where he is tonight?” Park says.

“He’s sixteen now; his birthday was in September.” Bill Stabalski’s comment 

and Uncle Tony flash through my mind.

“Changing topics,” says Park, and we all laugh for no apparent reason 

other than it feels good.

“When I was over at Fluker’s house, he showed me the guitar his parents 

bought him for Christmas,” says Park. “It’s a Gibson and he’s pretty good at 

playing. He did This Boy, that Beatles song. Played and sang it to perfection. 

He’s got talent. It was a musical Christmas at my house, too.” Park pulls a 
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shiny silver thing out of his shirt pocket. “I got a harp. That’s what players 

call harmonicas, harps. It’s a Hohner. They make the best harps.” Park blows 

into the harmonica and it produces a sweet, clear wheeze. “It’s a C harp, in 

the key of C.”

“I heard if you sneeze into a harmonica, you change the key,” says Carol.

“I didn’t know that,” says Park.

“I’m kidding,” Carol says.

“You should team up with Fluker and form a band,” I suggest.

“I’m sure you’d be better than Pickle Parsons and his Rundown Pals,” 

says Carol, and we all laugh.

“We couldn’t possibly be worse,” Park says. We all nod.

CKY launches into their Top Ten for 1964. So far, six of the bottom 40 

songs are by The Beatles. Number ten is the Beach Boys’ I Get Around. It’s 

not on any of our lists.

“They have not won me over,” says Park. “Despite the excellent harmonies.”

“Ditto,” Carol says. “Let’s dance.”

We all jump and jive around on the smooth kitchen floor in our sock feet 

to the Beach Boys, followed by the Honeycombs’ Have I the Right? at #9.

“This sounds like everybody is on springs,” offers Park, which makes us 

laugh and dance. It didn’t make anyone’s list.

“I predict they’ll be a one-hit wonder, like a lot of bands will be. The mags 

say there’s dozens more Brit bands to come,” I say.

After the countdown is done, The Beatles have ten of the Top 50 songs 

for 1964.

While Park, Carol and me are welcoming in 1965 by having sex, getting 

high and counting down the best songs, Percy Peel sits in a worn chrome and 

Naugahyde chair in a waiting room at Brandon Mental Hospital. An hour 

earlier he had his wife, Laurel, committed, before the alcohol kills her, she 

kills herself, or worse.
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Trends for 1965
- The Beatles and British invasion no end in sight
- Motown is getting better and bigger
- Beach music is fading

Jim Crawford’s Top Ten Favourite Songs 1964

Honourable mention: “My Boy Lollipop” by Millie 
Small
This kind of music comes from Jamaica and the 
Caribbean according to CKY’s Hits Around the World 
program on Sunday nights. Some call it Blue Beat or 
Ska. I love its bouncy beat. The harmonica is the 
strings. And it’s about blow jobs.

Number 10: “Under the Boardwalk” by the Drifters
The night before the Drifters were to record this 
song, their lead singer Rudy Lewis died. The group 
called up an early member, Johnny Moore, to sing 
the lead, and the session proceeded. The sweet song 
went Top Ten and deservedly so. Sultry, hot, sexy 
story, you can feel the sun beat down but you’re 
cooled by the ocean breezes against your naked 
skin in the shade under the boardwalk. Strings, 
castanets, triangle, suave harmonies and lucky 
Johnny on a blanket with his baby, that’s all you 
need to make a hit record.

Number 9: “Good News”/”Good Times” by Sam Cooke
Two of Sam’s greatest tunes, both positive, happy 
and hopeful, both written by Sam. His smooth groove 
just gets better. About two weeks ago Sam Cooke 
died.

Number 8: “Do Wah Diddy Diddy” by Manfred Mann
“There she was, just a-walkin’ down the street...” 
Though her face is always different, everybody 
knows who she is and can see her walking and 
singing just loud enough to attract attention. She 
is, of course, all everybody’s, too. She’s our 
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perfect goddess. One of the horniest vocals of the 
year from singer Paul Jones.

Number 7: “It Hurts To Be In Love” by Gene Pitney
It has a Four Seasons flair, but the voice is pure 
Gene at his very best. The wheezy organ, tumble 
drums and sweet back-up girls combine to create 
a classic rock and roll record. Even with the 
competition from overseas, Gene scored a Top Ten 
hit. I rate Gene very high on my Singers Who Always 
Make Me Happy list. In the last two years he’s made 
records that we’ll play our whole lives.

Number 6: “She’s Not There” by the Zombies
Other than The Beatles, which is the best name 
for a rock band ever, this year Britain gave us 
some groups with mighty strange names. In some 
cases their names are better than their songs. An 
exception is the Zombies, with “She’s Not There”. 
This feels very mysterious to me. The phantom girl 
exists just for the singer, but all of a sudden, 
she’s gone. The echoey but highly horny singer, 
lop-sided rhythm with its pauses and the jumpy 
organ break are all weirdly wonderful. It sounds 
like the song is breathing. Yesterday I heard their 
new song for the first time, another odd rhythm and 
a singer with a desperate story. You can’t miss it 
when it comes on the radio.

Number 5: “Dancing in the Streets” by Martha and 
the Vandellas
“West Side Story” on the streets of Detroit. From 
the bouncy opening with the hot horns heralding 
something wonderful, to the joyous vocal from 
Martha with her Vandellas howling like steam 
trains behind her, it’s impossible to sit still 
to this song. Infectious! It makes me want to 
dance in the streets of Langwood. Motown at its 
best.
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Number 4: “My Guy” by Mary Wells/”My Girl” by The 
Temptations
A double shot of Motown. Not typical “answer” songs 
by any means, yet they are joined at the, well, you 
know where they are joined. Mary Wells took her 
song to Number One in May and the Temptations tune, 
new on the radio this week, caught my ear. Love it! 
I predict “My Girl” will hit Number One, too. Both 
songs were written by Smokey Robinson, the lead 
singer of the Miracles. What a tunesmith!

Number 3: “House of the Rising Sun” by the Animals
I first heard this song on the way home from the 
cemetery at Gloria Stabalski’s funeral. The song 
is a battle between Guitar and Organ. At the start, 
Guitar sets the mood and pace, precise and clear. 
By the second verse Organ starts to insinuate 
itself, taking over the riff from Guitar. Organ 
dominates, covers the break and the finale ensues. 
By the end, Guitar can only strum, as Organ, 
triumphant, ends the affair with quiet grace. All 
of this is overridden by the pain and ache of the 
big balls singer, Eric Burdon. This is originally a 
folk song. Well-rocked today!

Number 2: “A Hard Day’s Night”/”I Should Have Known 
Better” by The Beatles
I could have easily filled every spot on this 
Top Ten with Beatles songs. There were plenty to 
choose from. Between November 25, 1963 (three 
days after Kennedy died) when “Beatlemania!” was 
released in North America and the end of 1964, they 
released twelve 45s and seven LPs, including “The 
Beatles Story” – almost a hundred songs in just 
over a year. It appears we are now caught up to 
their first releases in England. The Beatles are a 
phenomenon that has returned rock and roll to the 
top of the charts and to the hearts of kids around 
the world, including mine. The title song to their 
fab fun movie begins with a chord that fell out the 
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window and rattles along with pleasant harmonies 
and the perfect cowbell. Its flipside is from my 
favourite scene in the movie (the boxcar near the 
start) with John playing harmonica and that cool 
smooth groove Ringo finds with John’s acoustic. 
George’s twangy break is utterly faithful to the 
melody.

Number 1: “I Want To Hold Your Hand”/”I Saw Her 
Standing There” by The Beatles
If it wasn’t my Number 3 choice last year, She 
Loves You would be in this spot today. Its 
follow-up is a double-sided monster hit, Number 
One on many year-end charts. “Hold Your Hand,” 
appropriately, has inventive hand claps but only 
during the first three lines of every verse. For 
me, those double couplets of claps make this ditty 
special. Flip it over and there are the terrific 
hand claps again, through most of the song this 
time. One-two-three-fa! Sailing harmonies, great 
scream going into George’s chipped solo and Ringo 
solid as a rock. He’s a wonderful drummer! I like 
this better than the A-side.
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January 1965

Park and Carol leave about one. Mom and Dad don’t get home until 2:30 

and I hear them rattling around, trying to be quiet and laughing a lot.

I’m having toast about 10:30 when I hear the first rustling from their 

bedroom. Dad comes out wearing just slippers (he never does that!) and goes 

to the bathroom. Mom, wrapped in her housecoat, emerges and stands at the 

closed bathroom door waiting her turn. She smiles at me. I can tell they are 

both very hungover.

“Have fun?” I ask.

Mom winces and puts her hands to her ears, rocking her head slightly. 

“Shhh,” she says.

I nod. They’re not in great shape for the traditional New Year’s Day dinner 

with Grandma Crawford in Brandon. At noon Mom flees to the bathroom 

and spends twenty minutes there, half of it trying to throw up. By one they 

are both drinking coffee and staring at their toast. By three we are pulling out 

of the driveway, Grandma-bound.

No impromptu story from Mom today. She says, “Storybook Time is closed 

due to temporary insanity.” They both laugh. We stop once so they can both 

throw up by the side of the road. Now, the Synchronized Puking Event, with 

new contenders John and Mary Crawford from Langwood, Canada.
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I get them to tell me about Grandma Crawford. The family is worried she 

can’t take care of herself any longer.

“This happens to very old people, Jim,” says Mom. “They get to a point 

where they need to be looked after. Grandma’s close to that.”

“Her mind isn’t as sharp now. She’s forgetful and that can be dangerous,” 

Dad adds.

“Where will she go?”

“That’s something Jerry and I need to figure out. Let’s get through this 

day. See how she is and life will take the steps it needs to.”

“Amen,” says Mom.

“Amen,” I say.

When we get there, Grandma is pretty normal. Her apartment is very warm 

and moist. The old block has steam heat, which is working hard against the 

winter’s howl. There is a strong odour of roses, live roses, emanating from the 

dozen huge red roses that overpower the living room from the coffee table. 

We all comment on them.

“They’re from your father, John. He sent them to me for Mother’s Day. 

He’s still away in France on that secret mission. Aren’t they beautiful?”

“Gorgeous, Grandma,” Mom says.

Turning and scowling at Mom, Grandma says, “I’m not your grandmother, 

little girl. I’m his grandmother,” and she flicks her hand at me. That causes 

Grandma to notice me for the first time. Her eyes light up, she smiles happily, 

grabs me around the waist and squeezes weakly. I’m six inches taller than her 

now and much broader. Her arms don’t reach all the way around me.

“Look at you, lad. You look just like your father did when he was your 

age. Auck, my Big John and my Little John.” Awkwardly Grandma tries to 

embrace both Dad and me, but it’s clumsy and she almost falls over but for 

Dad catching her and gently sweeping her around as if they are waltzing. It is 

an exceedingly graceful move. I think of Stranger on the Shore.

“You dance just like your father did, John. Have you taught David how 

to dance yet?”

Dad’s confused. “David who?”
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Grandma scowls at Dad. “David who? David him,” pointing at me. Her 

hands on her hips, Grandma walks up to me. “And where’s your sister? That 

first one. Where is she?”

I look at Dad for help. “Mother, that’s Jim, our son Jim. He used to be 

Jimmy but he grew up, didn’t you?”

“I…yeah…I grew up.”

“You know why you grew up?” Grandma is very scowly tonight.

“Why?”

“Because I told you to, that’s why. When you were leaving last year, I told 

you to GROW, so you did, like a weed. Good boy, doing as Grandma says, 

good boy.” She reaches up and pats me on my head. “Good boy.”

“Thanks for telling me, Grandma.”

Grandma feels my arms and my chest. She presses on my shoulders. I 

barely feel her hands.

“She’s been feeding you better, eh, David? Better food for a growing boy.”

Both Grandma’s hands are on my crotch. She’s smiling weirdly and a little drool 

is seeping between her wrinkled lips. “The girls are after your pudding now, eh?”

I gently take Grandma’s hands away from my groin and set them by her 

side as I stare deeply into her eyes. I clap loud twice. “MY NAME IS JIM. 

MY NAME IS JIM.” I clap twice more and repeat the phrase twice. Grandma 

is transfixed by my gaze. I hold her for at least half a minute in silence. Mom 

keeps Dad from interfering. “Grandma, what’s my name?” I smile at her.

“Why, you’re little Jimmy, of course, who do you think you are? My little 

Jimmy.” Standing on tiptoes, she takes my head in her hands and kisses me 

with some drool. I give Mom and Dad a triumphant smirk.

Still holding her gaze, “I love you, Grandma.” I take her head gently in my 

hands and kiss her softly on each cheek. “I love you, Grandma.”

A tear runs down her powdered cheek. “I love you, David. Thank you 

for the roses.”

“You’re welcome,” I say. This has to stop.

Mom stands with her hand over her mouth. Dad looks like he could use 

a whisky or three.
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“I’m hungry, Grandma,” I say. “How about you?”

Grandma knows what to do.

Mom uses Grandma’s bathroom. There are six bundles of carrots in the bathtub 

and her medicine cabinet has 17 bottles of Aspirin in it, Mom quietly reports to Dad.

“Can you go help her, please,” Dad asks.

Mom’s turn to scowl, but she goes and they chatter away, Grandma scolding 

Mom for this or that. Dad is content with the set-up, but he wants a whisky 

real bad. However, he’s never drunk alcohol in front of his mother in his life. 

He won’t start today.

I notice a card stuck in among the roses and open the little envelope. It 

reads, Happy Birthday, Dear Eloise. I send you my love from afar but we will 

be French-kissing again very soon. Buckets of love, Monty. I hand it to Dad.

“Mixed-up address?” I offer. Dad nods sideways. “Maybe down the hall 

or down the block, poor Eloise is celebrating her birthday all alone, waiting 

for her dear love Monty to arrive and bring happiness to her life, or if not 

happiness, at least French-kissing.”

“Such an imagination,” Dad chuckles and we share a man’s moment.

The meal’s strange. Scrambled eggs, blueberry muffins and creamed corn 

in little bowls with raw broccoli sprigs on top. No carrots.

“Stick in ’til ya stick out,” Grandma advises, as usual. We figure out the 

new way to eat at Grandma’s house. Under Grandma’s constant admonishment 

we eat what we can, which in my case is all of it.

“Mary, in the Frigidaire on the second shelf down there’s dessert in little 

bowls. Be a helper and bring them,” Grandma instructs Mom. “And clear 

away,” she adds.

Cheerfully as she can, Mom clears plates while utterly ignoring Grandma’s 

constant directions on how to do it properly. Dessert is little bowls of chocolate 

pudding from a can, with raw broccoli sprigs stuck on top of it.

“It’s the spring colours,” Grandma exclaims. “Isn’t it merry?”

Mom shrugs.

“It’s chocbroclaty,” I say, taking a big spoonful. Pudding shouldn’t be 

this crunchy.
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After dinner we sit around the roses and Grandma tells us the story of her 

pony Nellie and her brother Drencher and what happened on that day. We all 

know the story from previous visits, especially me, because after she tells it 

she makes me repeat it back to her. She used to make Mom and Dad and me 

repeat back the story. I know she’s going to do this, so I’ve prepared a few fun 

variations on her tale, all to no avail, because for the first time ever, she doesn’t 

make me say it back.

We leave early due to the weather. Grandma wishes us all a Happy New 

Year, and even gets my name right as we leave. “KEEP GROWING, JIMMY,” 

she yells when we are around the corner. “I WILL,” I yell back.

“Poor Grandma,” I say when we get a few blocks away. “It’s so sad.”

Dad pulls the Chevy over to the curb and puts it in Park, leaving it running. 

Quietly he says, “We’re losing her, little by little. She’s being erased,” and starts 

to cry in heaving gasps. I move the Kleenex box from the back window to the 

front seat. I’m crying, too, and Mom is dabbing at her eyes with a little hankie.

“It was the roses that got me. Dad did send her roses once when he couldn’t 

be with her. I don’t remember the occasion. She assumed the roses were from 

him,” Dad sobs. A Chevy full of sadness. In a few minutes our sobbing subsides 

and we drive home. I’m asleep in the back seat before we leave Brandon.

I don’t attend Lacy’s funeral, but Mom and Dad do. Both are very sad when 

they get home. Mom said Ray’s son from his first marriage, Lukas, was there, 

along with four of Agnes’ sisters. Aunt Shel was the odd sister out.

“I’m not surprised Shel and Bry weren’t there, after the Christmas brouhaha. 

None of your cousins were there,” Mom says. “The lunch after the service was 

very subdued, only a dozen or so people.”

“Why do you think she did it, kill herself, I mean?”

Mom glances at Dad, who shrugs. “Truth is, nobody knows, son. She didn’t 

leave a note. Agnes says there were no warning signs, nothing. Out of the blue.”

The next day, when I come home for lunch, Dad says, “You got a letter.”



• 360 •

A little white envelope addressed to Mr. Jim Crawford with no return 

address sits by my plate. The envelope contains a page of yellow note paper 

with two bluebirds flitting along the top. I read it, standing in the kitchen.

Dear Jim,

I respect you for what you didn’t do. You didn’t fuck me. You are 
the only boy or man who ever said “no” to me. I know I’m just plain 
bad and will wind up in Hell. You are the opposite, Jim. You are just 
plain good and you’ll go to Heaven for it. Good always beats bad. 
My life is for the birds. Time to fly away.

Your cousin in Hell,

Lacy

“Who’s it from?” Mom asks as she pours Campbell’s Tomato Soup into 

Melmac bowls.

“It’s from Lacy.”

Mom quietly sets the pot back on the stove. “May I read it?”

I hand the letter to her. She reads it, and passes it to Dad, who reads it and 

hands it back to me.

Dad says, “She was a very sick girl, Jim, very sick. She was boy-crazy, out 

of control.”

“Not just boy-crazy, but man-crazy, too. Agnes confided in me that Lacy 

was having sex with older men in Clearstream, some of them married. Agnes 

was distraught about it, but she said Ray wouldn’t do anything to help his 

daughter.”

I think of what Lacy said about her father being the best she ever had, 

wonder if I should tell them, but decide not to. Another secret to keep. Instead 

I say, “Should we give the letter to Agnes and Ray?”

“That’s something we can decide later. Let’s have lunch now and get 

through this day,” Mom says, holding back tears. She watches me sink the 

crushed crackers into the red soup with my spoon. I’m not very hungry all 
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of a sudden. I stand up, rush to the bathroom and dry-heave into the toilet. 

Mom’s right there, her hand on my forehead.

“Son, it’s all right.” Her voice is full of loving urgency. “It’s all right.”

Though I try and try, nothing comes up. I feel sweaty. My abdominal 

muscles hurt. I flex them and dry-heave again. “What’s happening to me?”

“It’s the price of having secrets,” Mom whispers. “It’s not easy figuring out 

who to be loyal to and who to betray, when to trust and when to be suspicious. 

Those are difficult decisions, but adults make them every day. Now those 

choices are starting to appear more frequently in your life. You’re growing 

up, Jim. You have a one-way ticket to the future. What is it Percy says? That 

cute thing about life is short, what’s the rest?”

I know what she’s doing. “Life is short, death is long, play the jukebox.”

“It’s a fitting metaphor for you and Percy both,” Mom says. “Experience 

your life to the fullest, express yourself, find your spirit, discover your joy and 

follow it. So I say to you, play the jukebox of life, Jim Crawford. May you 

always have enough dimes.”

A quarter clicks on the sink and flips onto the floor next to me. “Play one 

for your mom and me while you’re at it, son.” Dad smiles at me from just 

inside the doorway.

“Have you noticed that we have some of our neatest moments together 

as a family in a bathroom that barely holds one, let alone three?” I say, feeling 

better. They both laugh.

Sitting on the toilet lid for a few minutes with my head between my knees clears 

away the nausea. Mom holds a cold facecloth on my forehead. “You should stay 

home this afternoon. I’ll call the school,” she says. “I have the Women’s Institute 

meeting at one-thirty. You’ll have the whole house to yourself so you can rest.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

The retching has tired me out, so I retreat to my room, plop down on the 

bed and fall asleep. I vaguely remember Mom saying goodbye when she leaves 

for her meeting.

An explosion a block away halts Park and me in our tracks. Though we 

both smile, we are terrified as we sneak along through the shadows. Another 
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explosion, closer. Park whispers something to me and nods at the street address. 

Just as we disappear through the door, yet another explosion shakes the ground. 

It doesn’t feel any safer inside the building. Lights flicker and buzz in the damp 

hallway that leads to narrow, steep stairs. At the top of the stairs I knock on a 

door that says Wock, World Famous Photographer.

Lacy opens the door and beckons us in. She is much taller than we are, 

dressed in black. Her makeup is stark black and white and she’s smoking an 

odd-smelling cigarette.

“You have found me without being injured? Your bodies are intact?” She 

speaks with a slight German accent. We nod.

“Thank you for coming to my studio in the heart of Berlin despite the 

annoying attacks. I hope you didn’t have any problems finding me.”

“No, we…”

“Be quiet. I talk. As you are aware, I am world-renowned photographer 

Wowoka Wock, worshipped by millions, adored by most and jealously despised 

by a few.”

She reaches to shake hands with us and draws back at the last second.

“Good to meet you. I’m…”

“Be quiet. I talk. Don’t tell me your names. Don’t tell me anything.”

She sits down on a tall stool, facing Park and me. She eyes us both from 

head to toe several times. We both chuckle.

“Turn around,” she instructs. We stand with our backs to her. “Turn 

around.” We do.

Lacy taps her lips with her fingertips, squinting at us. “Face right.” We do. 

“Face left.” We do. “Face me.” We do.

Lacy vamps up to me and puts her first finger on my forehead. “I’m going 

to call you Jericho,” and pushes my head back with her finger. She puts her 

finger on Park’s forehead. “I’m going to call you Phantom,” and pushes his 

head back. “Say your names.”

“Jericho.”

“Phantom.”

“Good boys. Now be quiet. I talk. I am an artist. I need artful pictures of 
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beautiful boys displaying their beautiful bare bodies for the pleasure and the 

leisure of art lovers around the world. For this you will be paid very well in 

cash. Do you understand my needs?”

We nod. Lacy flicks a switch and on a large screen behind us is projected 

a black-and-white still image of the ruins of bombed-out buildings. She 

flicks another switch and we are bathed in light from above. The sounds of 

bombings reverberate in the room. The image switches to a mother wailing 

for her dead child in the bombed-out ruins. Lacy struts back and forth, 

composing her shots.

From two inches away Lacy studies my face, touching my cheekbones and 

lips, eyebrows and chin, nose and hairline. It’s as if she is painting me in with 

her fingertips, applying me to a canvas of air. She picks something off my left 

cheek and stares at it. Between her fingertips is a short blond hair. She looks 

me in the eye and blows the hair away.

She explores and creates Park’s face the same way, plucking something 

from his cheek. A short dark hair. She smiles and blows the hair away. She 

steps back, surveys us both.

“Perfect. Now, Phantom and Jericho, face me. I will explain who I need 

you to be. Today is April 20th, 1943. You live in the most dangerous city in the 

world. You crept through dark alleys to reach me unscathed. Your lives hang 

in the balance every moment, yet you have come to preserve art in the centre 

of chaos, to harbour the hope that binds all humanity to the future. Plus, you 

are horny little buggers, am I right?”

Park and me nod and grin. “Good. Now, flex with no shirts.”

As we take off our shirts Lacy clicks away with her camera, saying “Hold!” 

now and then. Against the black-and-white pictures of horror that flow behind 

us, we flex and pose, bright angels showered in light, the only colour, the only 

hope in the world.

“Good. Good.” She snaps away, switching cameras frequently. “No clothes 

now. Naked for art.”

Park and I smile as we strip down. The building is shaken by a nearby 

explosion, and another. One wall begins to collapse outward, which sets off 
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loud ringing bells, piercing and close. The floor breaks apart and falls into a 

pit, taking Lacy with it. The bells dissolve into the lone ringing of our phone. 

In the throes of battle fear, I stagger out of bed to the phone in my gotch. My 

mouth is crusted dry.

“Hello?” I whisper.

“Jim? Is that you, Jim? It’s Park.”

“Oh, you’re safe. I was worried about you.”

“What? Jim, are you okay? What’s happened?”

My head is clearing quickly. “Oh, Park, I was sound asleep when you 

called, having a crazy dream. You were in it. More awake now.”

“Okay. How nice that you dream about me. You weren’t at school this 

afternoon so I’m calling to find out why. You missed the chemistry test.”

“I got a letter.”
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February 1965

On a Saturday in February I pop into Peel’s Place to see if Percy’s put 

out any more 45s this week. I can hear Percy and Bark talking in the 

repair room at the back of the store. Carl Ruggard is sifting through the 

little records.

“Hi, Jim.”

“Hi, Mojo. Find anything good?”

“Always. Look: Little Richard, Good Golly Miss Molly, and Maresca, 

Shout! Shout!”

“Nice finds.” I start sifting through one of the seven piles of 45s.

“Have you heard the new Beatles song?”

“Eight Days a Week. Love it. The acoustic guitar and the harmonies dance together 

beautifully. They flipped the song around. It fades in and has a cold ending,” I say.

“That’s right. I hadn’t thought of that.” Mojo looks at me, smiles and nods.

“They just keep getting better and better. The B-side is fun, too. ‘I don’t 

want to spoil the party so I’ll go,’” I sing.

“I would hate my disappointment to show.” Mojo and me harmonize, sort of.

“I haven’t heard the album yet. Beatles ’65,” Mojo says.

“I got a copy for Christmas. You can borrow mine. I can let it be out of 

the house for a week. After we’re finished looking, come by my house.”
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“Yeah. I heard they’re calling the next movie Eight Arms to Hold You. 

Did you hear that?”

“Something like that. And John has a poetry book coming out this spring. 

Did Ollie come in to town with you?”

Mojo chuckles. “Naw. We flipped to see who cleans out the pig barn. I 

won. I’m meeting someone here.”

The door to Peel’s Place opens and Kelly Crimson bustles in. She looks 

great and smells even better as she walks past me to Mojo, giving him a great 

big kiss on the lips.

“The car’s all warmed up and so am I,” Kelly says to Mojo, who smiles.

“Jim, tell Percy to keep these for me. I’ll be back in an hour.”

“Maybe a little longer,” says Kelly.

“Sure, Mojo.”

After he and Kelly leave I can smell her perfume for ten minutes. I start to 

imagine Mojo and Kelly together, parked somewhere with the motor running 

and the radio softly playing True Love Never Runs Smooth by Gene Pitney, 

the car redolent (this week’s new word, first usage) with her scent. They are 

naked in the back seat, which is pink plush.

Kelly has a perfect body and perfect breasts that every boy in Langwood 

craves. Mojo’s body is hard and muscular because his father, Bert, works him 

and Ollie like slaves on their farm. Carl is nicknamed Mojo because he has a 

large cock that all the girls in Langwood crave.

They nibble each other, hungry mouths, hungry hands. Come Tomorrow 

by Manfred Mann hums from the dashboard. Deftly Mojo slips on a rubber 

and presses his big cock inside Kelly, who moans and claws Mojo’s back, 

leaving open wounds that bleed in spots. Kelly is panting, “Faster, faster!” 

The car rocks slightly as he increases his pace. Pink fuzzy dice sway from the 

rear-view. Their bodies glisten with sweat, the windows are steamed up, the 

car smells of fucking. Shakin’ All Over by Chad Allen and the Expressions 

shivers them both as they…okay, wait, Jim, you have an erection from a sex 

fantasy you’re having while pretending to look at 45s at Peel’s Place… “Oh, 

hi, Percy.”
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“Jim.” Percy smirks knowingly at me. “Find a good one?”

“Always. These ones on the counter, Carl Ruggard said he’ll be back for 

them in an hour.”

Percy nods. “I did the east drive this week. Mag Amy says to say hi. She’s 

looking forward to seeing you again this summer.” Percy is nodding.

“Really? Oh, that’s…great. Can we go sooner?”

“She says she wants to see you when you’re sixteen. When is that?”

“July 29th I’ll be sixteen. Why do you think she said that, Percy?”

Percy leans toward me as if sharing a secret. “Here’s something you won’t 

learn for a few years yet, but old Percy can give you a preview, a coming attraction, 

so to speak. The thing is, Jim, all oriental women love to fuck 16-year-old boys. 

All of them of any age, oriental women love the boys. Even if they’re a hundred 

years old, they still love the boys. It’s the truth. Always has been, always will be.”

I listen intently to Percy’s secret. It makes sense why she wants me to be 

sixteen. “I get it, yeah, sixteen.” I smile and nod at Percy.

“I knew you’d understand. You’re a smart guy, right? Now, Jim, you have 

to give me something.”

“What’s that, Percy?”

“You need to give me your other leg to pull.” Percy breaks open his big 

whisky laugh that rattles around the dusty room. “I told you not to take 

anything at face value. We’ve talked about this on the routes. Good story, but 

utter bullshit! Don’t be gullible. Think.”

I’m embarrassed at myself and amused at Percy’s acting ability. “You should 

get an Academy Award for that, Percy.”

“What song do you think is on Kelly Crimson’s radio right now?”

Startled, I look at Percy with confusion and awe. “Ah…”

“Remember, rock and roll is about fuckin’,” Percy says.

“Long Tall Sally by Little Richard.”

Percy nods, “I hope so. I hope so.” Percy sniffs. “I can still smell her scent. 

Can you?”

I inhale deeply. “I can.”

“Me, too,” says Bark from the doorway of the repair room.
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We stand in silence, staring into space, breathing deeply. I’m still holding 

45s in both hands. Percy holds an unlit Black Cat Plain halfway to his mouth. 

Bark leans on the door frame, rubbing his crotch.

“Eight Days a Week just came on Kelly’s radio,” I say, replacing the 45s 

on the piles. We chuckle and nod, chuckle and nod. I leave with visions of 

naked flesh and pink plush coursing through my head. Gotta get home quick.

When I get home I find a note that says: 11:45 I’m over at Hazel’s for coffee. 

Love, Mom. I finish up my fantasy in the bathroom of our empty house. Half 

an hour after Mom gets home, there is a rap at the door. From my bedroom I 

hear Mom say, “Hello, Carl.”

“Hello, Mrs. Crawford. Jim’s lending me a Beatles album.”

“All you kids love The Beatles.”

“They’re great.”

“Hi, Mojo.”

“Hi, Jim.”

“I’ll get the album.” I go downstairs.

“Did your arm heal up well, Carl?” Mom’s always curious.

“Thanks for asking. Just like new. Doctor Gorsey did a great job.” Carl 

moves his arm around to demonstrate.

“Doctor Gorsey is some stuff. We’re lucky to have him in Langwood.”

“Here’s the album. You can bring it to school later in the week.”

“Thanks, Jim. Nice to see you, Mrs. Crawford.”

“You as well, Carl. Say hi to your folks for me.”

“Will do.” Carl is gone.

“What a nice young man Carl is. And very handsome, like his father.”

“Mojo’s terrific.”

“He smelled like perfume. Does he have a girlfriend?”

I take a deep breath and can faintly smell Kelly’s perfume in our kitchen. 

“Off and on, off and on, nobody steady.”

“Why do you call him Mojo?”

“It’s just his nickname.”

“How did he get a nickname like Mojo?”
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Think fast, Jim. Mojo, motor, motor city, Motown…“Oh, Carl’s a music 

lover like me, but he likes cars, too, fast cars, so it’s short for Motorin’ Joe. 

Mojo.”

“Isn’t that cute! I’ll have to remember that.”

Oh no! “It’s just something us kids call him. You shouldn’t call him…”

“Why not? It’s cute.” Mom’s getting a little silly, giggling to herself, saying 

“Mojo, Mojo, Mojo” under her breath.

I don’t need this secret. “Mom, I just lied to you. Carl is called Mojo because 

he has a big cock, er, penis, a big mojo, and all the girls want him to fuck him.”

Mom turns away from me and stands dead still over the sink gazing out 

the window. Roy Buckley drives by in his ugly truck.

“Don’t lie to your mother…although it was rather imaginative, but I 

wouldn’t expect anything less from my son.”

“Sorry, Mom. Thank you.”

She starts a chuckle that grows into gap-mouthed laughter with eventual 

tears if I know my mother. “Mojo, Mojo, Mojo,” she sputters through the 

laughter and the tears. Her glee is not abating as she plops down on a kitchen 

chair, sets her glasses on the table and wipes her eyes with a tea towel bearing 

the names of all the nations in the British Commonwealth. Her face is beet-red 

with mirth; she gently slaps her thighs.

I’ve seen this twice before; both times, Mom was so engulfed in hilarity 

she slid off her chair, her legs under the coffee table, useless with laughter, so 

amused she peed herself right there on the living room floor. Both times the 

cause of her incontinence (this week’s other new word, first usage) was the 

same: Lucille Ball in I Love Lucy.

The first time Mom peed herself laughing was a little strange; the second 

time less strange, especially after Mom explained that it’s a condition common 

among all the Swyers sisters.

Despite all the symptoms of a laughter pee, it doesn’t happen this time. 

Mom gets a grip and splashes some cold water on her face, which starts to pale 

to pinkish, and I slip downstairs to await dinner.
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Langwood High holds its Valentine’s dance with a band from Portage la Prairie 

called Henry and His Hip Hoppers, who have a reputation for synchronized 

dancing among the band members. The gym is decorated in red hearts, red 

streamers and red cupids. To add to the general redness, the student council 

buys two red spotlight bulbs from Garrison’s Hardware, which shine up 

behind the band.

“I helped with the planning and execution of the decorations for the dance,” 

crows Carol. Under her breath she tells me she had to work with Ber-Ber 

Cruthers, who smelled real bad head to toe.

“It’s 1965, for chrissake. He’s sixteen. How can he not know about 

deodorant, or soap even,” she says.

“He’s from the farm.”

“I can smell that.”

“His older and younger brothers smell the same. Ignorant, my dad says. 

And poor.”

“He stinks so bad even Shankmann wouldn’t fuck him.”

“I heard that.” Shelley Shankmann sidles over to us.

I wave her away. “Private conversation, Shelley.”

“No such thing in Langwood. For your information, Princess Caldwell, 

I’ve already fucked his older brother Silas. Remember that really hot night 

in early July when every kid within 20 miles was skinny-dippin’ in Calliper 

Lake for the heat? I found the Cruthers boys all naked down in Peech Cove. 

They’d had nice long baths in the lake and smelled just a little bit bad. Silas is 

a really bad kisser and cried like a baby when he came in me, but he said I was 

better than a sheep. And for future reference, I plan to fuck both Ber-Ber and 

Keenan. So there.” Shelley prances away.

“Sheep? I am nauseous,” says Carol.

“The Cruthers don’t raise sheep. She’s lying, as usual, but it’s weirdly 

reassuring that Shankmann sees herself as better than a sheep, at any rate.”
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“More nauseous, Jim.”

“Sorry.”

“Ber-Ber asked me to go to the dance with him but I said I already had 

a date. When I told him it was you, he said some guys have all the luck. He 

threatened to dance with me, though.”

“Fear not, Maiden Carol. Your sire and defender Sir James shall protect 

you from venomous vipers, fiery dragons, Shankmanns and Cruthers of all 

genders, odours and uncertainties.”

The day of the dance, Park asks the new girl in school, Cindy Limber, to 

the dance and she accepts. The Limbers moved to Langwood in December, 

but Cindy didn’t start school ’til the new year. She’s cute and shy and talks 

about Jesus a lot.

I get the car and pick up Carol, Park and Cindy. On the way to the dance, 

Cindy admits she’s never danced before and that she has to be home by ten. 

We get to the dance about 8:45.

After we pay and walk into the throbbing red room, Park says, “Depths 

of Hell! Good theme. Very red. Very hot.”

Cindy starts to tremble on Park’s arm. “The theme is Hell? Hell?” She 

starts to get very agitated. “Is this a dance with Satan? Are you Satan?” Cindy 

starts to throw weak punches at Park and me and Carol.

“Take her home, Park,” Carol commands. I nod and hand Park the car keys.

“It’s okay, Cindy. You don’t have to go to the dance. I’ll take you home 

where you’ll be safe. Let’s get some fresh air now.” Park ushers her out of the 

school.

“When he gets back, we’ll smoke a joint in the car,” I tell Carol, who nods 

enthusiastically. “With this band, we’re gonna need it.”

Henry and His Hip Hoppers, though known for the show-band quality 

of their dance routines, have literally broken a leg. Lead singer Henry, who 

has curly orange hair and red cheeks, performs on crutches after falling from 

the stage last weekend in Gretna.

Plus they play all too many Herman’s Hermits songs, which were cute for 

about eight seconds several months ago but damnable ever after. During the 
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first set Henry falls off the stage during his sax break. Nothing broken this 

time, but he’s in a sour mood from the pain. He spits out the inane lyrics to 

silly songs like Woolly Bully until somebody yells, “Play Rising Sun!” which 

causes cheers.

Henry hunkers down, takes a long slow scan of the expectant teenage faces 

glowing in the scarlet room and says, “You got it, bub.” At the stroke of his 

hand, the Hip Hoppers launch into a raucous version of the Animals’ hit. A 

few dance, but most of us are transfixed by the band.

Henry seems to transcend the crutches during the song. At the song’s end, 

he is drenched in sweat. He lifts his arms and the crutches fall away from him.

“I am healed by rock and roll! I am healed by rock and roll!” Henry yells. His 

hands sweep heavenward, his feet start to dance. He counts it off and the band 

goes into Shake a Tail Feather, to which Henry performs a wild dance complete 

with tail feathers. The broken leg was part of the act! Everyone is happy and 

I’m glad I’m stoned. So are Carol and Park as we dance together bathed in Hell.

Ber-Ber asks Carol to dance to a twist song. “One song,” she tells him, 

making the boy’s day by doing her sexy shimmy and wild shake in front of 

him. His actual name is Lincoln, I think, but he gets Ber-Ber because of a slight 

and occasional stutter. Kids never miss a chance for derision.

“That’ll give him something to jerk off to,” says Carol as Ber-Ber walks 

away grinning.

“Not just him,” I say. “Judging by the blank stares from the male peanut 

gallery, you’ve inspired countless billions and billions of white-boy sperm to 

be shed in the name of Carol Caldwell later tonight.”

“Gravy,” says Carol.

For the remaining two and a half sets, Henry and his band do mostly 

up-tempo songs, with frenetic dance routines by the band. Motown, Beatles, 

Kinks, even a Beach Boys tune. Tons of fun! They wind down with The Rise 

and Fall of Flingel Bunt, followed by eternal last dance Sleepwalk, which goes 

on for about ten minutes.

During the third set, Tina Beschuk asks Park to dance and they’ve been 

together since. After the dance, Tina asks me if we can park someplace for a 
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while before going home. I choose the copse by the old creamery site. In the 

back seat, Tina is all over Park.

“Open your shirt. Open it. God, you’re hard. I dreamed you’d feel exactly 

like this, Park. And in my dream Jim is just as hard and cut as you. Unzip your 

fly. Pull them down. Your cock is so hot. It feels like it’s going to explode.” 

Muffled mutters follow as she swallows Park’s cock.

I look at Carol with asking eyebrows. “Of course, Jim. You’re so hard, 

just like Park.”

Just past midnight on a cold Friday night in late February, a north wind scours 

the prairie snow. The late show at The Patch has let out, the Clumsy Room at 

the Prairie Sky closed at midnight and the only place open for 50 miles in any 

direction is Burgen’s Coffee Stop out on Highway 4.

Burgen’s is now open 24 hours with gas and food service. The return of 

Birdie Slick, an old army buddy of Jack Burgen’s, prompted the longer hours. 

Birdie was a cook in the army who grew up living next door to Jack on Chestnut 

Street in Langwood. His first name is actually Bertram.

Park and me, Fluker and Dragon have just smoked a joint in Dragon’s car. 

We are high, happy and in need of some serious snacks. Dragon is a preacher’s 

son from Arcane and a friend of Fluker’s. Both their fathers are preachers, so 

they like to get away from them as much as possible.

Every booth is full. The one empty seat at the counter is being saved for 

Baxter Hay, who is passed out in the washroom. Two away girls, I think from 

Flaxen, hover over the jukebox, then I recognize them. From Benderglen, 

eating their hair, sexy, their names are…shit.

About half the room are away people. Two Scarriage guys smoke and take 

turns pounding away at the Crazy 8 pinball machine. The Ball Park machine 

has an out-of-order sign on it and is unplugged. The booths hold people from 

Langwood, Scarriage, Brindle and Newhooten. The Seeburg never stops: Lou 

Christie, Beatles, Dave Clark Five, Supremes, Marty Robbins, Roger Miller, 
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James Brown and more Beatles, including their latest, Eight Days a Week, on 

and on into the night.

Luckily we snag a booth through perfect timing.

Up near the bright ceiling lights in the Coffee Stop floats a shifting haze of 

smoke. The big window in the café that looks out onto the pumps is frosted 

halfway to the top. The smell of hamburgers, onions, cigarette smoke and 

February parkas dominates the room. Laughter and music are the predominant 

sounds. The din turns Keep Searchin’ by Del Shannon into just another clicking 

in the head and stirring in the gut.

Eyes are one of the best things about being high. So many eyes on me, so 

many eyes to delve into, to fall into, forever tumbling over and over. I love it. 

So does Jack Burgen, who goes from table to table and speaks to everybody, no 

matter how young or drunk or afraid they are. He’s on personable patrol.

In the Coffee Stop kitchen, Birdie is whistling along with Five O’Clock 

World by the Vogues while scrambling, flipping, tossing and creating something 

similar to the faded colour pictures of food on the menu. Betsy and Craig, the 

Bustion twins, wait on everybody with amazing efficiency.

Craig brings Cokes.

“We didn’t order these,” I say.

“Those two girls are buying them for you.” He nods toward the Benderglen 

girls whose names I’ve forgotten. They smile at us, coyly nibbling at their long 

blonde hair. We all nod and smile back. They come to the table.

“Hello, Langwood boys. I’m Pam.”

“I’m Ella. May we join you?”

We nod. Pam slides in next to me and Ella next to Dragon.

“You’re Jim, right? The jukebox guy?” I nod.

“Who are your cute friends?”

The boys introduce themselves around the table.

Ella says, “Dragon. I like that name. Is it because you’re a Negro?”

“Is what?” Dragon asks.

“Your name. Is it?”

Dragon looks back and forth at us and grins.
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“Ella, the reason I’m known as Dragon is partly because I am a Negro. 

Thanks for noticing. Another reason I’m known as Dragon is because my cock 

is so long it drags on the ground.” He nods, straightfaced. “Get it?” Ella is 

enthralled, but she doesn’t get it and shakes her head. “Drag on…the ground.” 

He says it very slowly.

I ask Pam, “Do you get it?”

She doesn’t either at first, then her eyes light up and she starts to giggle. 

Finally Ella gets it, too.

“What do you girls like to do for fun?” Dragon asks. “Besides buying 

handsome men Cokes?”

The girls giggle. My Girl by the Temptations yearns out of the Seeburg.

“Same as everybody else,” ventures Ella.

“That sounds both promising and boring,” says Dragon. “Which one are 

you?”

“Ummm, don’t understand the question,” says Pam.

We boys share the laughter of the marijuana dancing in our heads.

“Hello, kids. How are ya doin’ tonight?”

Big Jack Burgen leans over our table, looking from face to stoned face, 

sizes us up for trouble, sees none and smiles in peace.

“Everything just ducky tonight?”

“Quack, quack,” I say, getting the laugh from everybody I knew I would.

“Where you girls from?” Jack asks.

Pam tells him Benderglen.

“These good boys treating you with respect?”

“Oh yeah. They’re the best.”

Jack reaches out and shakes each of our hands, gets Dragon’s name, bows 

and kisses the girls’ little white hands. “Get home safe and sound.”

We all nod. And we all do.
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March 1965

Sean has started his own company, Swedeman Builders, hired two other 

carpenters and needs help setting up the business side, so Park’s folks are 

away at a builders’ convention in Winnipeg to learn how to do just that.

Wednesday after school is our usual workout time. Vilma is staying overnight 

with the Christiansons. The workout room is cold at first, but Sean devised 

a way for hot water to flow through pipes under the floorboards and heat it 

from the floor up. Park flicks two switches, starting a faint hum. We strip down 

to our workout shorts and tees and stretch all the muscle groups, beckoning 

them to play. Pushing muscle against metal, against gravity, the plan follows 

the pattern on the wall, where every rep is recorded on paper.

Park’s reps, my reps, in our squiggly numbers all lined up: totals, goals, 

red marks, attained, twice a week since January 30, 1964, like a floor plan for 

a building, a building made of flesh and bone and muscle and blood and mind 

and spirit and on and on. Park’s architectural plan is almost the same, though 

he works out more frequently. Building Park, Building Jim, Building Dirk.

Still on the wall is Dirk’s chart with his reps, his plan. The last date he 

worked out was May 25, 1964. That’s so long ago. So much has happened, is 

happening. The room is the perfect temperature as we finish up our standard 

workout. We are both sweating, shirtless.
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“Anything you wanted to work on in particular?” I ask Park.

“I think we should immodestly pose for each other in the mirror.” Park 

starts the posing pattern, as do I. We are bookends, mirror images, gargoyles, 

ornaments in a glass cabinet who can’t stop smiling.

Park strips off his shorts and poses naked. “Like the original Olympians, 

raw and natural,” he says. I strip too.

“We are the beautiful men, the conquering men, men of angels and angles, 

men of vision and hope,” says Park. “Tomorrow’s men today.”

“Ditto.” Laughing, we towel off, sitting on the bench. Park puts his arm 

around my shoulders.

“I’m glad you’re my best friend, Jim.” Park smiles at me. “I’m a lucky man.”

I put my arm over his shoulders. “That’s how I feel, too.”

“I love you like a brother.” Park runs his hand through the hair at the back 

of my neck. Gently, he pulls me toward him a little and kisses me on the mouth. 

It is brief but convincing. When he pulls away, Park is smiling.

“You like that?”

He kisses me harder and longer and I kiss back. We feel so good in each 

others arms, embracing the mutual muscles we have built together, sculpted 

together, chiselled from baby fat into firmness and form together. When we 

pull away we are both smiling.

“My brother, we smell. Let’s shower,” says Park.

Sean bought a three-sided metal shower stall with a curtain door and 

installed it over the basement drain. He uses it when he gets home from work. 

The hot water comes fast and we find the right temperature together. We lather 

each other up with half a bar of Sunlight soap. Park and me are familiar with 

how each other’s body feels. Sean has always encouraged us to feel our muscles 

from the inside and the outside and compare using touch. We both realize we 

are getting hard-ons.

Soap covering half his head, Park leans against me and says, “I’m going to 

give you a blow job now, brother. Is that okay?”

We share excited expressions. “Yeah, for sure.” I say.

The warm water still pours over us as Park gets on his knees and puts my 
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cock in his mouth. He jerks it with his hand, sometimes looking up at me. 

I think of the picture of Park stuck in the wood frame of my mirror. A few 

minutes later I squirt my come over his shoulder and watch it slide down the 

wet metal wall into the drain.

“My turn,” I say. Park is a little surprised, but happy.

Putting a cock in your mouth is like putting a whole wiener in your mouth. 

Park leans against the wall, groaning as he gets harder. I look up at him and 

see his eyes are pressed shut, his face distorted into a mask of pleasure. In a 

few minutes Park comes all over the wall behind me. He watches it slip away 

as he breathes heavily. Our heads and shoulders are bright red. I stand and 

press against Park.

“Brothers, wet and dry,” I say.

“Wet and dry,” says Park.

I run my fingers over his face, across his smile and into his dusky slicked-

back hair as Park turns off the water. We towel each other down and get into 

our day clothes.

“I’m hungry. Mom left some TV dinners for me. Wanna stay and have a 

TV dinner?”

“Sure. I’ll let Mom know.” Mom okays the deal. We have fried chicken or 

roast beef or meatloaf to choose from; all have blueberry muffins. I go with 

fried chicken, Park roast beef. Both our blueberry muffins sport one bright-

green pea.

We watch Ben Casey and eat off TV tables. The show isn’t very interesting. 

I start thinking about how easy and pleasant everything is when I’m with Park, 

which now includes giving each other blow jobs. I think back to New Year’s 

Eve and Carol telling Park and me we’re in love with each other. She’s right. I 

feel something for Park that goes beyond being familiar with his body and his 

mind. In a word, it is love. I feel something similar for Carol. That’s love, too, 

expressed differently, though. It has an expectation attached to it that I don’t 

feel with Park. It’s confusing.

The show ends. Park switches off the TV, clears away the foil dishes, folds 

up the tables and sits next to me on the couch.



• 379 •

“I got a summer job, Jim.”

“Way to go! Doing what?”

“Working with Dad on building sites, learning the trade.”

“That’s great, Park. Working outdoors.”

“Only thing is, I’ll spend most of the summer away at Trumpeter Lake, 

where Dad got a contract to build cabins.”

“Oh, not good, but what an opportunity for you. New experiences are 

good. Do you think being a carpenter is what you want to be?”

“I still don’t know what I wanna be when I grow up. You’re lucky. You’ve 

figured that out. But it might be perfect for me. How will I know if I don’t 

try it, eh?”

“Exactly right, my friend.”

“I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you, too.”

We sit in mutual silence, already missing each other.

“Jim, it’s Percy for you.”

“Hi, Percy.”

“Hello, excellent assistant. I’ve lined up something special for you.”

“I’m intrigued already.”

“Thought you would be. I’ve always talked about the Beauty Queen, but 

you’ve never met her, have you? Never seen her or heard her, right?”

“I know her only by legend and by your undying love for her.”

“I’m going to service her on Saturday morning before the Chummy Room 

opens and was wondering if you’d like to join me? I asked Travis Coleman, 

the owner, and he says it’s okay, long as your folks don’t mind. Are your folks 

around?”

“Mom is.” I hand the phone to Mom.

“Hello, Percy. How are you holding up?” I hear the concern in her voice 

but don’t hear Percy’s reply. “Oh.” Mom listens closely. “You mean the pub 
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in the hotel?” she says. “That sounds okay with me. Saturday morning. Sure. 

If John has any objections, we’ll let you know. Good. Have the best day you 

can, Percy.”

She hands the phone back to me, nodding.

“Hi. It’s a go,” I say to Percy. “What time?”

“Nine-fifteen at the front door.”

“See you then. I’m keen to meet the Beauty Queen,” I say.

“You’re going to love her,” says Percy.

“I know I will. See you.”

“Who’s the Beauty Queen?”

I guess Percy didn’t call her that to Mom.

“The Beauty Queen. Ah, the Beauty Queen! He’s talked about her from 

our first tour together. Percy owns 22 jukeboxes in 17 towns. He says they 

all make money, but there’s only one jukebox that makes Percy truly happy, 

that always satisfies him and produces more money than half his other boxes 

combined. The Beauty Queen. She reigns from a prominent raised platform in 

the Chummy Room of the Prairie Sky Motor Hotel. She was born a Wurlitzer. 

She’s Percy’s only Wurlitzer jukebox. The world knows her as 2600. What 

makes her special, you ask?”

“What?” Mom’s curiosity is aroused.

“The Beauty Queen can bear and play more records than any jukebox 

ever made. One hundred records, two hundred songs, fit in her belly. They’re 

played vertically. But there’s more. The Beauty Queen’s 200 song titles are 

listed in a concave dish, illuminated from above and behind. Wurlitzer, her 

family name, is emblazoned above the dish of titles next to a space for a picture 

cover from a 45. Her number and letter buttons are interwoven triangles 

along her chrome breast. There’s even more. Her full stereophonic sound 

comes from four speakers hiding under her elegant chrome grille. The grille, 

sporting a large W, constantly changes colour, going through the rainbow 

every 58 seconds. The lights get brighter when music is playing. She’s a real 

tease, Percy says.”

“Percy told you all of this? What a memory you have!”
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“Now you see why he calls her the Beauty Queen.”

“I didn’t realize the hotel pub was that busy. I’m looking forward to your 

report.”

Percy and I arrive virtually at the same moment on Saturday morning. It’s cold 

and gusty. Travis Coleman lets us in and offers us coffee. Percy accepts, I decline.

“Hot chocolate?”

“Sure,” I say.

We walk into the Chummy Room, the Clumsy Room as it’s better known, 

and it smells of beer, cigarette smoke and something else, but mainly beer. It is 

very dim. There are several floor levels, including a large dance floor in front of 

a raised stage. The red carpet is covered with red-topped tables and red chairs. 

It’s much bigger than I expected. Dominating one side of the room from her 

throne, aglow in the mostly dark room, sultry hues whispering hello, 200 songs 

drawing you into her, is the Beauty Queen. Alone she reigns.

“Stay here,” Percy says and walks to the Beauty Queen, caresses her, slips 

a slug into her slot and presses two buttons. The only place She Loves You 

has sounded better is on WLS Chicago. The Beatles have made the Beauty 

Queen come alive. Her lights are doubly bright and changing to the beat of the 

music. Her sound fills the cavernous room. Percy stands next to her transfixed, 

watching her change colours, his hand absentmindedly resting on her.

Just as the song ends and the Beauty Queen’s colours fade, half the lights 

in the room come on. Travis is bringing a tray for us. Even with lights on, the 

Beauty Queen still maintains her domain in the room.

“Hot chocolate for Jim. A couple of marshmallows, too. And coffee, black, 

for Mister Music Man.”

“Thank you, Mister Coleman.”

“Very nice. Thanks, Travis. Jim’s never seen Her Highness before, so it’s 

quite a day for him.”

I’m grinning. “She’s a beauty, all right. You’re lucky you get to live with her.”

Travis Coleman stares at me with the oddest expression. Percy is amused.

“I’ll let you service her, then.” Travis nods, smiles tightly and leaves.

“Let me tell you about my precious beauty, Jim,” says Percy. “She’s not some 



• 382 •

scrag Seeburg in a dive in Dead Fly. She’s not some lowly Rock-Ola in a café 

in Dog’s Breath. She is the Queen of the Chummiest Room for miles around. 

People dance to her for hours on end every night on this very dance floor, Jim. 

She’s as good as a band. Better than a band, because she’ll play exactly what 

you want her to play, as often as you want. All she does is smile and swallow 

up dimes and quarters. In return, she gives people a reason for living. You see, 

Jim, the Beauty Queen saves lives. But that’s just one of her powers.”

I love listening to Percy talk. “What else can she do?”

Percy takes a sip of his joe, lights a Plain, takes two long drags and sets it 

in the glass ashtray. “She can resurrect the dead.”

“How does that work?”

“I said she gives people a reason for living, but some people come here too 

late. They’re already dead, at least dead inside. Life has kicked the stuff out 

of them. They are hollow. But put a Club beer in their hand and punch a few 

tunes on the Beauty Queen, and the music starts to echo around inside their 

hollowness, bouncing off their crusty insides, tickling them in new and old 

places. Soon a foot starts moving to the beat, a melody jump-starts a happy 

memory, the bass fills their chests and they want to dance, they need to dance, 

to move, to be alive, to prove, at least to themselves, that they’re alive. The 

dead have risen. The Beauty Queen makes it happen. I’ve seen it many times 

with my own eyes.” Percy stares at the machine.

“How many records are we changing?”

Percy slides a piece of paper to me covered with abbreviated song titles 

next to punch numbers. “Thirty-seven changes today, Jim. Can you follow 

this?” It’s confusing, but I get it.

“I’ll do the box, Jim. You count the coins.”

That’s only happened once before. “Sure, Percy.”

He cracks open the Beauty Queen, mutters to her, takes the cash box out 

and sets it next to me. It’s nearly full of coins. He gives me a pencil and little 

pad. “Start counting. Keep track.”

It’s very quiet in a room that usually reverberates with music and fun, 

and some horrible things, too. Very quiet for me to count. Quarters amount 
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to $63.25, dimes total $18.30 and nickels are $6.15. Total take: $87.70. I write 

the total on the pad when Percy takes a break from the box.

“Good take, a little slow,” he says to the figure. “A third of that goes to 

Travis. Figure that out.”

It takes me a minute. I show him $29.23 and he nods. “Let’s round it up 

to thirty bucks,” says Percy. He takes a ten and a twenty from his wallet and 

sets them on the table. “Our take is fifty-seven bucks. Not bad for four days, 

not including a weekend. I cleared the cash out of her Tuesday morning, so 

four days’ cash. The Beauty Queen works her magic again.”

Travis comes to the table. Percy shows him the numbers and gives him 

the $30. “I put 20 new songs and 17 old songs in today, Travis. Still mostly 

up-tempo dance stuff, as you like.”

“Thanks, Percy. And, I agree with you, Jim. I am lucky to live with the 

Beauty Queen.” He smiles widely and pockets the cash. “Have a great day, 

gentlemen. Opening in 30 minutes.”

Percy finishes up the box as I watch intently. She is huge inside. The carousel 

seems to float in midair, the records want to cling to her, to feel her stylus cut 

deeply but lovingly. Percy deftly changes the song title cards. He does this 

amazingly quickly, almost without looking, and he never gets it wrong. All 

the while he quietly talks to the machine.

Done, Percy stands before his Queen, doffs his fedora, bows deeply and 

feels the heft of the coin bag hanging over his shoulder. “Your highness,” he 

says, presses two buttons and we leave. As the door closes behind me, I hear 

the intro to Her Royal Majesty by James Darren.

“Give you a lift?” Percy asks.

“Sure.”

Percy fires up the Nomad.

“If she did this much on a slow four days, how much will she take in on 

a weekend?”

“I service her every Sunday morning. It’s what I do instead of going to 

church. I go to the Beauty Queen. The pub is closed all day so I can stay as 

long as I want. Average Friday and Saturday take is about ninety bucks, about 
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what we did today. That’s a lot of spins. But she’s reliable. The most reliable 

music machine ever created. She does get at least two hours of attention from 

me every week. I check every part of her, but find very few repairs to make. 

She feeds me about $125 a week in profit.”

“Like an oil well.”

“Like an oil well, Jim. But she’s a harsh mistress when it comes to records 

and styluses. There are a hundred records in her all the time. My basic cost is 

$29 for all the records; I replace lots of skippers and wearouts because of the 

large play numbers. Today I replaced 18 damaged or done 45s. They’re junk. So, 

37 new and 18 replacements is 55, at 29 cents is…about sixteen bucks’ worth of 

45s today. I change her stylus every week. They run about two dollars each.”

“Thanks for introducing me to the Beauty Queen. I’m curious. If there are 

a hundred records on the Queen, how many records do you have in all your 

jukeboxes altogether?”

“That’s a figure I always have in my head. Between the Seeburgs, the Rock-

Olas, a couple of AMi’s and the Queen, right now in my 22 boxes 1880 songs 

are waiting to be played.”

I whistle with surprise. “Wow. That’s lots.”

“Are you curious how many of them are Beatles records?”

“How many?”

“Eighty-eight.”

It’s toasty warm in the car. I get the feeling Percy doesn’t want to drive 

away, that he wants to talk.

The adults in Langwood all know about what happened to Laurel Peel, but 

the kids don’t. It’s one of those things you don’t discuss in front of children, 

I guess. I brave a question.

“How’s Mrs. Peel, Percy? Mom said she’s ill.”

“She’s still in the mental hospital. The doctors say she’s improving, but I 

don’t see it. It’s her mind that’s sick, from all the booze. Her mind is rotting 

away and they don’t know how to stop it. She’s going to die soon, Jim.”

“I’m so sorry, Percy.” A tear rolls down his cheek. I put my hand on his shoulder.

A ripple runs through my body at the speed of sound. I tingle all over 
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and am left with the certainty that Laurel Peel is going to die. I have felt this 

about her before.

“She’ll die on April 7th,” I blurt out.

“What?”

“April 7th. ’Til death do us part.”

Percy is silent, his head bowed. “That’s our wedding anniversary.” Percy 

turns and looks at me. “How did you know that?”

“I didn’t. I just said it.”

Eye to eye with Percy, I feel like he’s frozen me with his gaze. “Who are 

you?” Percy says squinting his eyes with suspicion. “Who are you?”

“I’m just Jim, just Jim.”

I’m sitting on the examination table in Doctor Gorsey’s Main Street office at 

4:15 after school in late March. The room smells of disinfectant. Behind the 

frosted glass that looks out onto the street I see dark blobs moving back and 

forth, town traffic blurred to nothing. From the next room I can vaguely hear 

a woman crying and the doctor reassuring her.

I study the various tools of the doctor’s trade around the room. Metal 

trolleys hold unknown devices shielded from view and germs by sharp linen 

towels. Large glass jars of tongue depressors, cotton batting, gauze and other 

stuff line a shallow shelf. A large oval light mounted on a swivelling arm poses 

like a heron in the corner. I wonder, what’s in the little vials in the locked and 

locked again glass cabinet? What’s behind the bright-white cupboard doors 

bearing blood-red Red Cross symbols?

“Jim. Good to see you.” Doctor Gorsey extends his hand; we shake. “Time 

for your annual check-up again. How time flies. How are you feeling?”

“I feel healthy, nothing wrong that I know of, no complaints.”

Doctor Gorsey smiles. “No complaints. Ah, to be young again.”

The doctor does the usual weight, height, temperature, ear, mouth and nose 

inspection, listens to me through his stethoscope in two dozen places, pokes at my 
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guts and nuts, feels my toes and finger joints, checks my reflexes. He does a rectal 

exam with his finger, feeling the condition of my prostrate, no, prostate. I’ll look 

that word up. He says it might be uncomfortable, but it isn’t. He’s a professional.

“You’ve gained eleven pounds and grown an inch and three-quarters 

since last year, Jim. That’s quite an accomplishment, appendix or not. And the 

workouts keep your muscles well-toned and healthy. Your prostate is fine, 

soft, just as it should be for a boy your age. Sixteen this summer.”

“End of July.”

“As your doctor and as your friend, I have to ask, are you sexually active? 

Having sex?”

I nod and nod. “Yeah. I am. First with a woman and two times with a girl, 

the same girl.” I’m blurting. “The same girl.”

“Okay, thanks for being frank with me. Are you using condoms, rubbers, 

safes, you know what I mean?”

“I use condoms. My folks told me about them, how to use them, and they 

keep me supplied with…” I’m embarrassed. Doctor Gorsey has a surprised 

expression.

“Your parents give you condoms. Is that what you just said? It is. Well, 

that’s…good.”

“I’m lucky to have them, my parents, I mean.”

“Very lucky.” Doctor Gorsey stares at my chart and notes from previous 

visits. “We’ll get the blood work done. Alice will draw a few vials from you 

in the lab. Anything else you want to mention, Jim?”

“One thing. Because she doesn’t know much about them, Mom wants 

you to tell me about homosexuals.” I note the same surprised expression on 

the doctor’s face again.

“Your mother, Mary Crawford, said to ask me about that? Okay. Okay.” 

The doctor pauses thoughtfully. “Put your clothes on. We’re done with the 

examination.”

I get dressed as Doctor Gorsey sits quietly, jotting in my file. I sit at his desk.

“I’m going to speak frankly to you, Jim. Homosexuals have sex with 

members of their own sex, men with men, women with women.”
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“Why?”

“Studies are being done about it, trying to figure out that very question. 

We’re not sure why.”

“Is it a disease?”

The doctor’s pauses are thoughtful, not dramatic. I can tell the difference. 

“Homosexuality is an aberration; a small percentage of the population practice 

it.”

“I don’t know what aberration is.”

“Oh, something out of the ordinary, peculiar, odd, a change.”

“Something queer.”

“Exactly, Jim.”

“Can you catch it?”

“No.”

“Is it wrong? Bad?”

“It’s outside of normal, Jim. That can be good or bad.”

“What do they do? I mean, in bed?”

“Touching, kissing, sucking, intercourse.”

“Intercourse. How does that work with men?”

“One man puts his penis up another man’s anus, his bum, and pumps.”

“And…”

“It’s called sodomy, when people do that.”

“Sodomy. What else do they do?”

“That’s pretty much it.”

I’m astonished. “That’s it?”

Doctor Gorsey is very serious now. “Jim, do you think you are a 

homosexual?”

My turn for a thoughtful pause. “I had sex with a woman and a girl twice 

and it made me happy in a whole new way. I want that. I want to explore, too, 

so maybe I would…” I think of the picture of Park stuck in the frame of my 

mirror.

“I don’t recommend it, Jim. I don’t recommend it because it’s against the 

law in this country. At least the sodomy part is.”
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“Oh, okay. Thank you, Doctor. Mom’ll be pleased.”

“Let’s keep this between doctor and patient, Jim.” His eyebrows ask if I 

understand.

“Sure.”
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April 1965

On April 7 after school I’m home alone. On the kitchen calendar I had 

written LP to remind me. Percy calls.

“Hi, Percy.”

“Hello, Jim. You were right. She’s gone.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry, Percy.”

“How did you know she’d die today?”

“I didn’t. I just said it. I can’t explain it, Percy.”

“Okay, Jim. That’s fine.”

“Do you believe me?”

“I believe you.”

“Thank you. How’s Barclay?”

“Pretty broken up. We closed the shop for a couple of days. It’ll be a 

graveside service, small, just family. Tell me, Jim, have you had these kinds of 

premonitions before? You know what a premonition is?”

“I do.” I try to remember other incidents. “Yeah, when I think about it, 

I have, but…”

“Oh, that’s okay, Jim. The service is for family, but I invite you to 

Laurel’s funeral if you want to attend. Two o’clock Saturday at the Langwood 

Cemetery.”
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“Thank you, Percy. I…I…” I don’t know what to say. “I’ll try and be 

there, Percy.”

“Good, good. You ask your folks if it’s okay, though.”

“Will do. Don’t be sad, Percy. She’s happy now. She wants you to visit 

the cottonwood.”

“What?” Percy is surprised.

“The cottonwood. You know the one.”

“I do, but how do you know…oh, yeah…Jim Crawford. See you Saturday.”

Saturday is a sunny warm spring day. The streets are clear of snow, the 

meltwater is starting to trickle in the ditches and old Mrs. Lupine saw a robin 

yesterday, which means an early spring. My folks okay me attending the funeral, 

so I bike out to the cemetery, which is north of town just across Highway 4.

I follow the ploughed road to the open grave, which gapes hungrily. 

Incongruent with the snowy landscape, fake green turf covers the pile of dirt. 

I’m early, so I walk along the road past familiar family names carved in stone: 

Phelps, Hanson, Clowd, Cleavers, Shankmann, Chumlin, Caldwell. It’s like 

riding down a street in Langwood and knowing who lives in every house.

In a few minutes the hearse arrives followed by three black cars. Reverend 

McClune is first out of the cars and walks straight toward me.

“Master Crawford, this is a private funeral for Mrs. Peel. I must ask you 

to leave.”

I hear Percy whistling How Great Thou Art. “Reverend, Jim is an invited 

guest.”

“Oh,” McClune sniffs as he walks away.

“Thanks for coming, Jim.” Percy extends his hand. We shake.

Besides Percy and Bark, whose eyes are bulging and scarlet from crying, 

the funeral party includes Mr. and Mrs. Wells, who is Laurel’s sister; an away 

family of five that includes three misbehaving children under 10, an elderly 

away couple, and Beryl Bryter, who gives me a knowing smile and a nod.

A few minutes into the service, everybody except the children is crying. 

This startles the brats into silence for the rest of the event. The high point of the 

service is when Percy whistles Nearer My God to Thee. The song is beautiful, 
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trailing off across the rows of stones poking out of the drifts. However, it makes 

Reverend McClune quite uncomfortable, which I can see Percy is enjoying 

despite his tears.

By the end of the short service the day has warmed nicely. Rivulets of 

water trickle toward the creek as I bike back to town, stopping at the old weir 

that creates the pond for Ritcher’s cattle. I sit on the big rock above the weir 

and feel the warmth of the sun on my face. Heat is returning to the prairies.

CKY is playing the new Beatles record at 3:15 this afternoon. My watch says 

ten minutes to go. I turn on my York to Gloria by Them, followed by Little 

Sidewalk Surfer Girl. Apparently you sidewalk-surf on a little surfboard with 

wheels on it. Sounds kind of boring actually, but the Hondells don’t think so.

At 3:15 Jimmy Darin says the time has arrived. “This morning we received a 

copy of the brand-new Beatles record direct from Capitol Records in California. 

CKY is the only radio station in Manitoba with the song. The other stations 

won’t get it until Monday. Already bound for the top of the charts, the song is 

called Ticket to Ride and The Beatles sound as fresh as ever.”

Like sparks, bells begin to chime, echoing through empty caverns until a 

roaring wave overtakes them again and again, keeping the shape of the world 

intact and solid. Paul and John lament her leaving, she’s got her ticket to ride 

and she’s gone seeking freedom. They’re a little bitter. She didn’t try hard 

enough, is all. Ringo’s backbeat switches everything around with every verse, 

and a goofy ending floats away because she doesn’t care. What fun! I love it 

and really want to hear it again. Obligingly, Jimmy Darin re-plays it. It’s light 

as a feather, perfect rock and roll.

“Can life get any better than this?” I ask myself.
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June 1965

In mid-June The Bystander runs an article and picture of CC Caldwell, who 

just received his PhD in nuclear medicine at age 22. In the article CC lauds 

his teachers, especially Mister Quandrant (who still teaches chemistry and 

physics at Langwood High), his parents and sister for their loving support 

and Langwood for giving him fertile ground in which to flourish. The photo 

shows CC smiling and clean-cut, wearing a sensible dark blazer and pleated 

slacks instead of the traditional cap and gown, holding his certificate. Cam and 

Cassie Caldwell bracket their son, their faces lit with pride and joy.

I mention the article to Carol, who tells me CC will be home for the 

summer despite having numerous lucrative job offers. “I think he needs some 

rest. Getting your first PhD at 22 isn’t easy, even for CC,” Carol says. “But 

he’s changing. Something’s happening to him.”

“Like what?”

“He’s becoming more mysterious. You’ll see when you meet him.”

“Looking forward to it.”
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July 1965

In mid-April Dad bought another fuel delivery truck and hired Jeff McCrae 

to help him at Texaco. Jeff delivers fuel, unloads oil from boxcars, answers 

the phone, most of the stuff I used to do except for delivering fuel. That’s fine 

with me; I could use a summer off. But it isn’t to be. Over a few beers Dad 

and Monty Carthage, the owner of the Langwood Locker Plant, decide I’d be 

the perfect candidate for an after-school and summer job at the store. It keeps 

me in jukebox money.

School ends with Park at the top of the class with an average half a point 

ahead of me, Tina Beschuk half a point behind me, all of us with honours. 

It’s going to be a different summer, with Park away building cabins with his 

father and me working at the LLP. Park and me won’t be together on his 16th 

birthday; he starts work that day.

The Langwood Locker Plant, or the LLP as everybody calls it, is so named 

because it features a large walk-in freezer with lockers people rent to freeze and 

store their meat and produce, likely grown in their own garden or farm. Even 

though people are starting to buy their own deep freezers, the LLP’s vitality in 

the community remains because it stocks a full line of groceries and household 

needs, fresh meat and produce along with the freezer service and home delivery.

I started working Saturdays and after school Tuesdays and Fridays in May 
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and June. In the summer I’m working three and a half days a week as LLP 

joeboy. I unload delivery trucks, stock shelves, sweep the floor, take out the 

trash, help customers carry their groceries to their cars – all the glamorous 

jobs. When I get my driver’s license (16 days and counting), Monty says I can 

deliver groceries around the little town in the old Chevy that’s had all but the 

driver’s seat removed. Monty also said if I work very hard and really apply 

myself, someday I might graduate to last-resort cashier.

“It’s helpful for a young boy to have a goal,” says Monty, his chuckle apt 

punctuation. Monty’s a hard-ass but he has a sharp sense of humour, and me 

to make fun of. Life’s good at the LLP.

Blake Morton is the store butcher. Mom says we’re related to him by 

marriage twice removed, whatever that means. Blake’s an excellent butcher 

with a good reputation. Farmers bring in sides of freshly slaughtered cattle 

or hogs, Blake turns them into roasts, chops, hamburger and sausages, cut, 

wrapped and fresh-frozen. Chop chop. I am enthralled by his skill at carving 

identifiable cuts of meat from what looks like carrion to me. More amazingly, 

Blake still has all his fingers, sign of a confident butcher. He and I get along 

okay despite his really bad jokes.

“Hey, Crawford, how do you tell the difference between an elephant and 

a blueberry?”

I shrug.

“A blueberry is blue.”

It’s day five of a July heat wave, the sky is clear prairie blue, the wind is hot. 

I leave the house for the three-block walk to my job. At least it’s air-conditioned 

in the store. What a relief that will be!

As I turn the corner onto Main Street, I catch a glimpse of Roy Buckley’s 

old beat-up half-ton pulling away from the store.

“Jim, there was a special delivery for you while you were at lunch.”

“What was that?”

“Roy Buckley stopped by and dropped off something for you. It’s by the 

alley door. Go have a look.” Monty is enjoying this far too much, as are Blake 

and Modeste, the cashier.
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I walk around behind the meat counter and open the side door, to be greeted 

with a dreadful stench that sends me backwards. Next to the step is a mottled 

bundle tied with twine. I look at Blake.

“Close the door!” he yells.

“What is that?” I ask, slamming the door.

“Buckley slaughters most of his own meat, along with the elk and deer he 

and Monty hunt together. They’re blood buddies. Buckley likes to get every 

nickel he can from his cattle and kill. He skins them, folds the hides, ties them 

with binder twine, tosses them in the box of his half-ton and drives them around 

until they get good and stinky.”

“My friend Park calls it Buckley’s Cologne.” We chuckle.

“He drops the hide off at the side door so it can be cleaned and salted 

before Monty sends it to the tannery. It’s a service we offer. Shoulda read the 

fine print, Jim.” Blake gets a good laugh going.

“So what do I do?”

Monty comes walking up to me carrying two boxes of salt, a pair of rubber 

gloves and a long-handled wire brush. “It’s not brain surgery, Jim. All you do is 

unfold the hide in the alley, fur side down, spray it with the hose and scrape off 

anything left so it’s nice and white. I’ll let you know when it’s white enough. After 

that, salt the whole thing thoroughly, fold it back up and put it in the back shed.”

“That sounds easy,” I say.

“Real easy. Here are your tools.” He hands me the salt, gloves and brush 

and points toward the side door.

Blake gives me a mock sympathetic look. “I get to play with the good 

parts,” he says, grinning spookily and holding up a red-oozing rump roast.

Taking my last sweet breath for the rest of the sweltering afternoon, I pause 

at the door and put on the long yellow rubber gloves. There are holes in both 

thumbs. I step into the alley.

Lying next to the steps is a square bundle of Black Angus cowhide tied 

with greasy twine that is slimy to the touch. I haul the fuming bundle to the 

middle of the narrow alley fur side down, cut the twine with my knife and, 

turning away for the smell, start to unfold the skin of Roy’s latest kill.
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Every fold releases a stronger and stronger smell of putrefaction. I turn 

away. As I flip open another fold I catch a glint of something out of the corner 

of my eye. Something flew out of the hide. I search around in the tall grass at 

the edge of the alley and find a small bracelet. It’s a MedicAlert bracelet. I look 

closer at it. There is a gouge running across the red letters M and E, leaving it 

saying dic Alert. It’s Dirk’s MedicAlert bracelet! We used to tease him about 

dic Alert. How did Dirk’s…?

I’m startled by my find and immediately filled with questions and curiosity. 

I stand next to the reeking hide staring at the bracelet. The back door opens 

and I pocket my find. Blake pokes his head out of the side door and says, “Did 

you puke yet?” laughing as he closes the door.

I unfold the rest of the hide that lies like a ghastly rug in the gravel. I begin 

alternately retching and cursing Roy Buckley under my breath.

The inside of the raw cowhide is a runny mixture of pink meat, white fat, 

hanks of fur and unknown goo. Thriving by the hundreds in this unpleasant 

venue are the squirmy offspring of houseflies in their larval stage – maggots. 

The lively white grubs had been flourishing in the hide for several hot days 

while it rode around in the box of Roy’s truck, a kind of mobile incubating 

heaven for flies. Since the maggots are so plump, they obviously enjoyed 

the ride.

The maggots are not alone. A host of insects in many stages of development 

share the oozing landscape. Tiny red spiders and shiny green and yellow beetles 

scoot about; worms from translucent to ebony eat their way to pupaehood; grey 

weevils and speedy gold millipedes react to sudden exposure to the hot sun. 

Glinting like garish jewels here and there on the hide are orange, acorn-sized 

beetles that are always found under fresh road kill, according to Blake. They 

are the first responders to available death. Their colour is almost poisonous 

to the eyes. Not tasty, I bet.

The smell accompanying this moving panorama of insects is horrendous 

and appropriate. It is the odour of dead things stumbled upon, the unmistakable 

stench of nearby decay, magnified. The afternoon breeze has died down and 

the alley stinks of death warmed over so strong I can taste it.
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I turn on the tap for the green garden hose and clear off the first layer of 

bugs and goo, creating a small stream that flows away from the hide, along the 

alley and into the back ditch. The water is dotted with a parade of struggling, 

colourful insects and twisting white maggots. Rather than reducing the awful 

smell, the water just spreads it around.

I use the wire brush to scrub the dangly bits of meat and muscle and the 

persistent bugs off the hide, cleaning it down to the white layer. This is hard 

work and my shirt is drenched. The scraping uncovers new dimensions of 

putrid odour. A foul ambrosia rises and merges with the swelter and stillness 

of the afternoon. A long rinse with the hose cleans the loose corruption away. 

The smell stays.

“Still haven’t puked? You will,” Blake says from the side door. I discourage 

him by pointing the hose his way. He ducks back inside.

A few spots on the hide are still not quite down to the white layer. Further 

scrubbing and more rinsing leaves the hide pure white and bug-free.

I need a break, get a cold Kik Cola and sit in the shade on the other side 

of the store away from the stench, waiting for Monty to come out and say the 

hide is clean enough to salt. Monty’s credentials for this important decision? 

He owns the store.

I remember the bracelet and dig it out of my pocket. I move it around in 

my hand. The double safety clasp is still securely done up. Whenever Dirk told 

a lie, he always gave himself away by fidgeting with the bracelet.

“Jim.” It’s Monty, startling me. I clasp the bracelet out of sight. “The hide 

looks fine and ready to salt. You did a good job. After you’re finished with 

the hide, take the rest of the day off.”

“Thanks, Monty.” I nod and smile. Monty appears about to ask me what’s 

in my hand, then he balks, grins and walks away. I take a deep breath and 

pocket Dirk’s bracelet.

The salt is coarse. Blake tells me later that the salt cures the hide enough 

to get it to the tanner. It prevents further infestations of almost every insect, 

though there is a blue salt-loving worm that shows up within a few hours of 

the salting. Blake knows a lot about meat and bugs and death.
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Apparently two large boxes of salt is the usual amount for an adult cowhide. 

I sprinkle a thick layer of salt over the whole hide, levelling out the lumps 

with my mostly-gloved hands. The right one now has a tear in the palm. The 

salt manages the smell very well. Even kneeling close to the hide, the smell is 

nearly bearable.

The final step is refolding the salted hide and tying it back up. Heavier 

now with salt, the hide folds clumsily into a manageable size. I use fresh twine 

to tightly tie it up and shove it in the shed.

As I reach for the door knob, a terrible image of Dirk flashes into my 

mind. I bend and throw up a few remnants of lunch followed by dry heaves. 

The door opens and Blake watches me puke.

“You okay, Jim? You look a little green.”

“I feel a little green. I’m fine.”

“C’mon in where it’s cool. Wash up well.”

The tiny washroom is cool, the cold water I splash on my face refreshing. I 

lather up my arms to my elbows and all over my head and neck with Sunlight 

soap, but it still doesn’t take away the smell of the hide. I rinse, repeat, rinse, 

repeat, rinse.

Monty knocks on the door. “Are you takin’ a shower in there? Go home, 

Jim.”

I open the door. “Okay, Monty. If you say so.”

“Here.” Monty hands me a five-dollar bill. “For being a good sport, not 

just today. I like having you working with me, Jim. Go home. Hi to the folks.”

The money surprises me. Dad says Monty is a miser, a cheapskate. “Thanks, 

Monty.”

Back into the heat, I pull off my t-shirt, run down the alley and find I’m 

home alone. I turn on the water for a bath, put the bracelet on my dresser 

and strip down. The bracelet holds my attention. I wish Park was in town to 

talk about this, but he’s on Sean’s crew at Trumpeter Lake building cabins all 

summer and only comes home twice a month.

After two soapings I can barely smell the hide. I lie back in the hot water, 

relaxing my muscles, letting my mind drift. Like a train barrelling toward 
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me, a thought comes into my mind: Dirk didn’t run away. He went to Roy 

Buckley’s farm.

“Dirk went to Buckley’s farm!” My twitch splashes water onto the bathroom 

floor and soap into my eyes.

“Sheesh.” It’s Dirk’s voice. “Sheesh.” A bigger twitch splashes more water 

out of the tub.

“Is that you, Dirk?” I whisper in our little blue bathroom. No reply. “Dirk?”

“Can we have a fire?”

“Where should we have the fire, Dirk?” I whisper.

“Sheesh. You know where.”

The terrible image of Dirk that made me puke flashes through my mind. 

“Dirk, are you naked in a cage?” No reply. “Dirk?”

“Not any more. ’Bye, Jim.”

I have goose bumps on my goose bumps.

I hear the back door open and Mom talking to someone. It’s Hazel, helping 

her bring in the groceries. Hazel doesn’t stay.

“Hi, Mom,” I yell from the tub.

“Oh, hi, Jim. Everything okay?” through the door.

“You bet. Just having a bath.”

After I towel down and get into a fresh pair of jeans, Mom hands me a glass 

of Kik Cola with ice while she sips from her mug of 7Up. “Let’s sit outside,” 

she says.

After we built the house, we had a cement patio laid at the back on the 

north side, where we keep our lawn chairs and some garden junk. On hot 

evenings we sit out there in the shade. On the patio I tell Mom about my day, 

excluding the part about Dirk’s bracelet and him talking to me in the bathtub. 

She’s very empathetic, even more so after she’s refilled her mug and had a sniff 

of my dirty clothes.

“It’s barbeque day today, Jim.”

Mom’s been excited about this all day. Dad is going to barbeque dinner 

for us, a first for the Crawford family. The barbeque, I mean. Dad and I fend 

for ourselves in the kitchen frequently when Mom goes to bed for a few days 



• 400 •

with a migraine. We can both cook a reasonably edible meal, but this is new, 

different, outdoors.

Our brand-new barbeque has sat for three weeks unused on the patio ever 

since Dad won it in the Lions Club raffle. Mom’s been encouraging him to get 

some briquettes so we can barbeque.

The barbeque is a round metal pan that’s about four inches deep and sits 

on three legs. There is a rotating chrome grille that fits on top of the pan over 

the coals. Mom’s made some hamburger patties for our first barbeque.

Dad’s a little late getting home and Mom has her “oh no he’s drunk again” 

look, but when Dad gets home he’s had a drink or two but is still talkative, so, 

technically, not drunk. Dad rarely drinks at home, although a bottle of good 

Scotch whisky waits in the cupboard above the fridge “just in case.” Dad 

remembered to get the briquettes at the hardware store and sets the bag next 

to the barbeque.

I know the Swedemans barbeque a lot. Sean and Park built a brick barbeque 

in their back yard and Sean enjoys flipping burgers and rolling wieners for his 

family and friends, especially during large gatherings. Park says his dad likes to 

show off his cooking skills at the barbeque and makes pretty decent burgers. 

Put him in the family kitchen, though, and he’s completely lost. Funny how 

that works.

Dad’s changed out of his work overalls and cleaned up for dinner. We’re 

all out on the patio now; Mom’s in her apron, smiling and happy she doesn’t 

have to cook.

Dad tears open the bag and pours a few inches of the black blocks into 

the metal pan. He has a box of wooden matches, strikes one and holds it to 

a briquette. The match burns his fingers before even a glow appears on the 

briquette. He lights another, and another, each with the same result.

“How about putting some lighter fluid on them,” I suggest.

“Okay. Get the can from the garage.”

I fetch the little can.

“Be careful, Father,” Mom advises. She doesn’t like fires, even little ones. 

As she says, “All fires are little at the beginning.”
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Dad pours some fluid on the briquettes and lights another match. Mom 

and me take a few steps back. Dad drops the match and the briquettes flash 

into flames. Dad smiles.

“Get the meat, Mother,” he says.

Mom scurries into the house, brings back a plate with three large patties 

and sets it on the little table along with a lifter. Dad places the grille over the 

flames and just as he takes the first raw burger off the plate the flames all die, 

leaving only one small red glow on the corner of one briquette. Dad lifts off the 

grille, gives a more liberal spray of lighter fluid, strikes another match, flames 

flare higher and he replaces the grille. He gets one patty on the grille before 

the flames die again. There isn’t even one red glow in the pan now. Something 

that Dad has known all day is becoming clear to all of us: Dad doesn’t know 

how to barbeque.

“Maybe if you let the coal burn a little longer, John.”

“Good plan, Mother.” Dad doesn’t call her Mother unless things are tense. 

I can barely keep from laughing.

Dad doses the briquettes with fluid again and drops the match. A huge 

billow of flame shoots up, leaving a cloud of black smoke floating away across 

the lawn. It smells oily. The fire lingers on the briquettes and three small red 

glows appear. We are all encouraged. Mom smiles, I’m hungry and Dad wants 

a drink of that Scotch above the fridge.

“How long do we wait?” I ask.

“This long,” says Dad as he plops the grille onto the barbeque, takes the 

lifter and scoops up a patty. Just as he’s going to drop it on the grille, all three 

embers die out, one after another. Dad holds the lifter carrying its raw cargo 

in midair over the barbeque. He’s fuming; his impatience has blossomed fully 

and he’s suspended in a moment of anger, his inability obvious. He gently sets 

the meat back onto the plate and smiles at Mom.

“Mother, take this food inside and cook it, please.”

“Okay, John.”

She takes the plate and disappears around the corner of the house. Dad 

follows her. A minute later, he’s back with a glass of whisky and one ice cube. 
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Dad walks up to the metal barbeque, stares at it for a minute, takes a swig of 

his drink, stares more at the barbeque. Then, with a mighty kick, he sends the 

metal pan, grille and briquettes sailing out onto the lawn in an end-over-end 

arc. A metallic crack echoes between our house and the house next door, as 

does Dad’s two-word exclamation:

“FUCK OFF!”

Briquettes dot the lawn like turds. One of them smoulders in the grass.

Dad sits down in his lawn chair, smiles with great satisfaction, nods at 

me and takes another swig of the whisky. “That’s how you barbeque, son. 

Remember that.”

I’m already laughing so hard I’m rolling on the ground. The kick disables 

me with surprise and I actually piss myself, making huge wet stains on my 

fresh jeans.

We never barbeque again.

The next summer, despite the large dent in the bottom, Mom puts bedding 

plants in the barbeque pan, which becomes known as the round planter, never 

to be referred to as the barbeque again.

The next day the heat wave continues, 90 degrees by 10:30. Every now and 

then I still get a vague whiff of the hide odour. I splash on some Old Spice.

It’s a day off, so I go to JimJim’s for a root beer. The large air conditioner 

in the north wall is running full bore against the heat, leaving the room only 

slightly cooler than outside. Wedge is sitting in a window booth.

“Hi, Wedge.”

“Hey, Jimbo, how’s it hangin’?”

“Westbound and down,” I reply. I’ve got to think of something else to say 

to that question. Either that or ask the question first.

Wedge is hunkered over a king-size Coke; a Sweet Cap smoulders in the 

ashtray. His scars have faded into thin lines that accentuate his jaw and facial bones. 

Luckily they embellish rather than detract from his angular face. He looks dejected.
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“You look down.”

“Between you and me, Jim, my rubber broke and I got some girl pregnant 

and now her family is after me.”

“Oh, what girl is that?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know.” Wedge sucks on the cigarette.

“What does her family want?”

“My balls on a platter.”

“Oh!” Somehow that doesn’t seem right to me. “Can they do that?” I’m 

so serious Wedge breaks into his father’s laugh.

“Maybe if I’m lucky they’ll only take one.” I nod, still serious. “Jim, I’m 

jerkin’ your chain.” His father’s laugh. “What’s new with you?”

“This is private between us, always, right, Wedge?”

“Always.”

“Okay, tell me what you know about Roy Buckley.”

Wedge pauses in his drag. Smoke curls around his craggy face and his eyes 

become narrow and piercing. He exhales. “Buckley, that old asshole. My dad 

and him used to be drinkin’ buddies, and I mean good drinkin’ buddies, gettin’ 

stinkin’ at least once a week together. But Buckley started to go nuts, so Dad 

stopped drinkin’ with him. Everybody did.”

“What do you mean, go nuts?”

“Crazy from the booze. That’s what happens when you drink too much. 

You go mental and do stuff you shouldn’t do.”

“Like what?”

“Umm…I dunno. Bad stuff.”

“Did you ever go to his farm?”

“Yeah, a few times, when I was about your age, maybe younger. I’d bike 

out there and he’d show me the weird stuff he kept around the place. He had 

lots of spooky old barns and sheds he’d take me into.”

“Was there a two-headed calf?”

Wedge is suddenly stern with me. “How do you know about the two-

headed calf? Did you go there?”

“No, no. I heard Buckley tell somebody about it.”
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“Who was he telling?”

“Well…he was telling Dirk and me about it. So, what’s his farm like?”

“I haven’t been there in years, but I remember lots of weeds, burdock 

shoulder-high and little pathways through the weeds that we followed and all the 

animals followed so the paths were caked with cow shit and I walked through it. 

The smell burned my eyes. The path led to a swimmin’ hole with a big old tree 

leaning over the water and a rope swing. Roy and me always went skinny-dippin’ 

in the pond. I’d get sleepy after that and fall asleep on the big rocks by the water.”

“What do you mean, sleepy?”

“Umm…I dunno. It’s a sleepy kind of place.”

“My folks tell me never to go to his farm.”

Again Wedge pauses, drags on his Sweet Cap and squints from the smoke. 

“That’s probably good advice. Don’t go there. Why are you so interested in 

Buckley?”

Should I tell Wedge what I think happened to Dirk? Will he keep his mouth 

shut about it? Wedge is wondering why I don’t answer him; his eyes narrow as he 

becomes more suspicious. He shrugs his shoulders. “What already?”

He and I plus Askance Brown smoking in the far booth are JimJim’s only 

customers. I lean close to Wedge. He leans toward me.

I whisper, “I think Roy Buckley killed Dirk Stabalski.”

Wedge doesn’t seem surprised. “Why do you think that?”

“Because of this.” I slide my flat palm toward Wedge and lift it.

“What’s this?”

“It’s Dirk’s MedicAlert bracelet.”

“Where’d you get it?”

“I’m working part-time at the LLP and yesterday Buckley brought in 

a cowhide to be cleaned and salted and sent to the tannery. He’d probably 

hauled it around in his truck for two weeks before. It stunk like hell. Anyway, 

apparently part of my job is cleaning Buckley’s reeking hides. When I unfolded 

the hide, this popped out of it.”

Wedge turns the bracelet in his fingers like rosary beads, smoke squinting 

his eyes almost shut. “How do you know it’s Dirk’s?”
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“His had a gouge out of the M and the E just like this one. We teased him 

because it says dic Alert. It’s Dirk’s, Wedge. I know it.”

“And you’re sure it came out of the hide?”

“Positive. I saw it fly out.”

“Who else have you told?”

“Nobody. Why? What do you think I should do with it?”

Wedge slides it back to me under his palm. “Put it away,” he says. “Do 

you have any other reason to think this?”

I tell him about Bill Stabalski’s strange comment, Dirk’s missing bike and 

Park’s dream. Wedge monkey fucks another Sweet Cap. Askance Brown leaves 

after giving Wedge and me a quick eyeball. We speak a little louder.

“How do you think it got into Buckley’s cowhide?”

“That’s actually two questions: How did it get off Dirk’s wrist? How did 

it get into the cowhide? It has a sister hook clasp that makes it impossible to 

open itself and fall off. It’s still clasped tight, see.” I quickly show Wedge what 

I mean and pocket the bracelet again. “Two questions.”

“What do you want to do?”

I whisper, “Have a look around Buckley’s farm when he’s not there. See 

what’s in the barns.”

Wedge rubs his forehead thoughtfully. “Does Buckley have dogs? Does he 

live alone? You need to know the answers to those questions.”

“He’s got Queenie. She’s dog-like.” We both chortle and snort. “You’re 

right. I need to know more. Who can tell me?”

“Figure it out. Use your big smart Jim Crawford brain.”

“Okay. I’m thinking next time I see Buckley’s truck in town I’ll bike out 

to his farm. You’d be my back-up in case I don’t come back on time. I’ll call 

you just before I go. Do you think that will work?”

Wedge grins at me. “It might, depending on the answers to my questions.”

The door to JimJim’s opens and Aubrey Steeps clomps in. He’s wearing 

his “on-duty” boots, thus his gun. He buys a pack of Rothmans and lumbers 

over to our table.

“Hanson. Crawford.” We each get a nod from Steeps. He lights a smoke.
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Wedge says, “I was drivin’ out on the Line Road this morning and I spotted 

this big black dog just off the road. It looked lost or hurt or something. Big 

dog.” His story is fascinating me and holding Steeps’ attention. “Who around 

there might have a black dog?”

Steeps thinks. “Quinson’s got a yellow dog, McCraes have Borders. 

Ummm.”

“Does Buckley have dogs?”

“No. Just Queenie.” Steeps snorts and we chuckle along.

“Her Royal Highness, and she ain’t goin’ nowhere.”

“Can’t place any other dogs out there,” Steeps signs off. “See ya, boys.”

“That answers one of your questions,” Wedge smiles at me. “And Steeps 

knows, because he’s one of Buckley’s drinkin’ buddies. Now, you get the 

answer to the other one.”

“That was smooth. I will get the other answer. See ya later.”

Sometimes all you have to do is ask the question.

I run into Mom in front of the bakery. She’s meeting the girls for coffee and wants 

me to pick out the cookies I want. “We’ll take half a dozen home. You pick, Jim.”

In the bakery she takes me over to the table where three women are chatting. 

“Hello, girls,” Mom says.

All the women smile at me. “Hello, Mrs. Kramer. Hello, Mrs. Wells.”

“And this is Catherine Shales. She lives in Connecticut but grew up here. 

She’s Roy Buckley’s sister,” Mom says.

“Pleased to meet you,” I smile and shake her wrinkled hand.

“Likewise, Jim. What a handsome boy you have, Mary.”

“He’s some stuff.”

“Did you get to visit Roy?” Mrs. Wells asks Catherine.

“In fact, I just came back from the farm. What a ramshackle place it is now, 

oh my. But Roy still lives out there all by himself with that dead dog. Heavens!”

“Nice to see you all. I’m on a cookie mission.” I bow away. Mom nods.

The ladies wave goodbye to me. I get six peanut butter cookies and head 

home with both my questions answered. That was easy.

Sometimes you don’t even have to ask the question.
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The next day, my other day off, the heat has abated a little. I call Wedge to let 

him know I got the answer to the other question – and to see if he’s around 

today, which he is.

“I’m watching for Buckley’s truck today. If I see him in town I’ll call you, 

bike out to the farm lickety-split and have a look around. It’ll take maybe fifteen 

minutes to get out there. I’ll take the Line Road and walk up the hill to his farm and 

have a look around for about 20 minutes then bike back to town. I’ll call you when 

I’m back. If you don’t hear from me, you come looking for me, okay, Wedge?”

“Okay, Jim. I’ll be there for you. Take that to the bank. I owe you, 

remember?”

“Thanks, Wedge.”

“Be careful.”

“I will, Wedge.”

About 1:15 I see Buckley drive by the house. I’m home alone. Mom’s 

getting a perm. I call Wedge, who answers.

“The plan is afoot. I just saw his truck, so I’m heading out now. Let’s 

synchronize our watches, Wedge. It’s 1:15.”

“One-fifteen. Got it, Mister Bond.”

“If you don’t hear from me by 2:15, come and find me.”

“Two-fifteen, got it. Be careful.”

I take the Line Road, a dirt road that runs along the edge of the lake toward 

Buckley’s. His farm is on top of a rise. I park my bike in the bushes and climb 

the hillside. The weeds in the yard are so high I can’t really see too far ahead. 

Looking above the weeds, I spot the house at the far end of the yard under 

big maples. A large barn and five smaller barns, all the classic arched roof barn 

design and all red, dot the yard.

It’s 1:35.

Wending my way through waist-high weeds, I get to one of the small barns. 

The door opens with a creak. Two windows allow enough light to see the inside. 
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Stalls with bales, old horse harnesses hung from rafters, smell of manure and 

hay, a typical barn. I climb the wall ladder and look around the loft. Empty, 

except for heaps of pigeon shit everywhere and a choir cooing in the rafters.

It’s 1:40.

Down a path through the weeds I get to the next barn. Its door is ajar so 

I slide inside. More usual barn stuff in the stalls, a yellow cat frozen in mouse 

pursuit next to a bale. As I turn to go I notice something red in the straw in the 

far stall. Under some loose straw are two bicycles. Boys’ bicycles. I pull one 

up. “Dirk’s bike!” I say to myself. A shiver runs down my spine and I stare 

at my friend’s bike. I run the bike out the door and toss it into some bushes 

behind the barn.

It’s 1:45.

Walking to the next barn, I hear a thud. I freeze, crouching in the weeds. 

After a minute of silence I creep forward. A people door is open so I deke 

inside. Bales piled three-high form an aisle leading toward a light. Peeking 

around the corner of the bales I see a large glass bottle, four feet high and full 

of fluid. Floating in the fluid is a two-headed calf. The famous two-headed 

calf! I have to see this.

I take a few steps toward the bottle. Someone grabs me from behind, 

someone strong, who holds me in place with a rag over my nose and mouth. 

I smell chemicals as I try to twist away. The last thing I remember is hearing, 

“Say goodnight, boy.”

The next thing I really remember is Dad carrying me in his arms to the 

emergency room at Langwood Hospital and setting me down ever so gently on 

a gurney. The look in his eyes is pure love; even in my dopey state, I recognize 

it. Then everything gets fuzzy again.

At 6:30, just as Clare is taking away the dinner I picked at, Mom and Dad come 

into the room. Dad’s had a few and Mom’s as jittery as a bird. Clare notices both.

“My boy,” Mom says, rushing in slow motion toward me, her arms 
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spreading, grasping and enfolding me in her love. She cries as she hugs me a 

little too tight.

“Too tight, Mom,” I say.

She’s so sorry, springs away and grabs me again, rubbing her face against 

my cheek.

Dad smiles at me, puts his hand on my shoulder and leans in. I can smell 

his whisky breath. “You’re safe now, Jim. You’re safe here in the hospital.”

“I feel safe,” I say. That makes me wonder if I do feel safe. I get anxious 

because I’m not sure if I am. Mom echoes my increasing anxiety, Dad sighs 

in resignation.

“Son, you are safe. I can guarantee that.”

I cry with relief. “I’m sorry I lost my watch, I’m sorry.” They console me. 

“What happened to me?”

Clare walks into my room with the evening meds. “Doctor Gault wants 

Jim to have a good night’s sleep tonight, so he’s getting a little pink pill to help 

him do just that. See.” She shows us the pill. “It’s very mild. I’ll leave it here 

and you can take it later when I give you your back rub.”

“Thanks, Clare,” I say. Mom examines the pill. Dad dozes in the chair.

After they leave, Clare dims the lights, fluffs my pillow, straightens the 

sheets and has me take the pink pill. I lie down on my belly. She lifts the back 

of my top. I can smell the cream she uses for a smooth rub. Her hands are 

warm and soft yet firm.

“Sean and Park are coming home on Saturday for four or five days while 

the foundations are poured for the rest of the cabins. Park really misses you.”

“I miss him a lot, too.”

“You two will have some time to catch up. It’ll be good for both of you. 

You can work out together again. He sure misses that.”

“Me, too.”

“Tell me, Jim, did Park ever go out to Buckley’s farm?”

I’m getting sleepy. “No. Park’s too smart for that.”

“Good. Good. Now, you have a wonderful night’s sleep. You’re safe here, 

Jim, remember that.”



• 410 •

The last thing I remember is Clare pulling my shirt down and smoothing 

it against my back.

Me and that little pink pill had a restful night’s sleep.

My 6:30 a.m. greeting is from Doctor Gorsey.

“Jim, good morning. Sleep well?”

“Great.” I stretch all over and smile at the doctor. He looks serious. 

“What?” I ask.

“You look chipper. I know Doctor Gault examined you last night. I want 

to check you this morning.”

He does the same examination as Gault, including the finger in the bum 

part. “Good, Jim. We’re going to collect your poop today. Nurse Swedeman 

will show you how.”

“Why are you collecting my poop?”

“We just want to make sure it’s okay.”

“I’ve been curious lately about whether my shit is okay or not. This is 

good timing.”

Clare chuckles a little. The doctor smiles.

“Okay, Jim. I owe you this. There was a possibility that two men may have raped 

you, that is, put their penises in your anus, when you were drugged. We’re checking 

to see if that happened and if there is any semen in your anus. Clear enough?”

Clare is taken aback by the doctor’s frankness. “We talk like this all the 

time,” I say to her. He nods.

“Let’s find out. Doctor Gault didn’t think so. What about you?”

“No, Jim. I don’t think anyone put anything in your anus. I don’t think 

you were raped. The stool sample will have the final word.”

An hour later I produce the desired sample, which is lovingly whisked 

away to the lab in the lower level of the hospital and analyzed.

An hour later Doctor Gorsey comes smiling into my room. “No semen, 

Jim. No semen. You were not raped.”
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“Hallelujah!” Mom yells, clapping her hands, jumping up and dancing around.

“Oh, hello, Mary, John. Didn’t know you were here.”

“Morning, Doc,” Dad says. He’s smiling and nodding.

“So, good news to start the day. You can take him home anytime.”

“Oh, thank you, Doctor. You saved my boy again.” Mom is petting the 

sleeve of the doctor’s white coat.

“I’d like to see you in a week, Jim. Will you folks be in town?”

“We’ll be here,” Mom says.

“Good. And, Jim, you call me anytime if you want to talk about what 

happened or anything, okay?”

“Thanks, Doctor. I will.”

“You’ll sleep in your own bed tonight, Jim,” Mom assures me.

The doctor has a quick conference with my folks in the hall, out of earshot.

The Number One song on the day I didn’t get raped is I Can’t Get No 

Satisfaction by the Rolling Stones.

In the car on the way home we catch the ten o’clock news on CKX. The 

first story is this one:

“Three people perished last night in a barn fire on a farm outside Langwood. 

One of the deceased is identified as Roy Perry Buckley, owner of the farm. The 

identities of the other two men are still being investigated. The fire started 

in a large wooden barn and spread quickly to five other barns, eventually 

consuming the wood-frame family home as well. By the time firemen arrived, 

all the buildings were engulfed. A stiff wind hampered their efforts. Cause of 

the blaze is under investigation. Foul play is not suspected.”

Dad clicks off the radio. “You’re up to speed on the news of the day, son.”

“Buckley is dead and his farm burned down,” I say. “I slept right through 

it all. Did the bell ring?”

“It was about 12:30 when we heard it, right, John?” Mom asks. Dad nods.

“Did you go to the fire, Dad?”

Mom and Dad exchange a glance. “Naw, I stayed in bed.”

“I don’t feel like going to work at the LLP today….”

“I’ve already told Monty you’re under the weather and won’t be in.”
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“Thanks, Dad.”

An uncomfortable silence ensues. “Am I in trouble?”

“We need to talk. We have some ‘why’ questions for you,” Mom says.

At home I get the MedicAlert bracelet and the three typed pages of notes 

I’ve been making on Dirk’s disappearance from my dresser drawer.

“Jim,” Dad calls.

Mom sits in her chair, Dad and me on the couch.

Dad begins. “The most obvious question is, why, after we told you to never 

go to Buckley’s farm, why did you go there?”

“I’ve been looking forward to telling you everything. I went there because 

I think Roy Buckley killed Dirk, and here’s why I think that.” I hand them 

my notes. Mom moves over next to us and reads.

“This all seems circumstantial. A missing bike, an offhand remark, dreams. 

What else do you have, son?” Mom’s concerned.

“This popped out of Buckley’s cowhide as I was unfolding it.” I hand them 

the bracelet. “It’s Dirk’s bracelet,” and I explain how I know that. “Besides, it 

has a registration number that will say whose it is.”

Dad holds the bracelet in the palm of his hand. For just a few seconds I 

see a snarl on his lips. Mom notices too and inhales sharply.

“I was right about the bike. I found Dirk’s bike in one of the barns. He 

never ran away. He went to Buckley’s farm and was killed there.”

Mom gives me her You’re amazing look, but it has an element of fear in it.

“Well,” Dad says, “Dirk’s bike probably got burned in the fire.”

“Maybe not. I moved it out and tossed it into the bushes behind the barn. 

It might still be there.”

“Tell me again how Reg was involved with this,” Mom says.

I explain his back-up role but don’t know why it didn’t work.

“Jim, we need to be discreet about this. Only the doctors, Clare, the 

Hansons and us know what happened to you. Let’s keep it that way. Almost 

being raped isn’t good for the reputation.”

“I agree,” Dad says. “But you need to know what you’re being discreet 

about. You need to know the bullet you dodged and how it happened. So, 
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you and Reg are going for a drive after lunch and he’ll fill you in on what 

happened. Okay?”

“There are lots of pieces missing. I need to thank Wedge for saving my life, 

right? That’s what happened?”

“Wedge saved your life. That’s right. Thank him for sure,” Mom says.

Dad lies down for his usual noon nap, but he’s twitchy when he closes his 

eyes. Mom bites her lip. Dad leaves for work before one.

“Why don’t you take a nice long bath, Jim,” Mom suggests. “You’ll feel 

clean and good.” Mom runs a bath for me. It feels wonderful.

After my bath I feel so much better. When I open the door Mom is standing 

right there. She grabs me and hugs me. It’s too tight, but I let her.

“My precious boy. My beautiful child. My one and only boy.” She starts 

to cry, sobbing on my shoulder, still gripping me.

“Mom, I’m okay. I’m all here, body, mind and soul.” She releases me. 

“Don’t be scared, Mom.” I gently hug her and kiss her sweetly on both cheeks.

Wedge comes by a few minutes later.

“Hi, Mrs. Crawford.”

“Hello, Reginald.” She grabs his head and kisses him squarely on the lips. 

“Thank you, Reginald, thank you.” She kisses him again and again.

“You’re welcome, Mrs. Crawford. Stop, before we’re a gossip item.” We chuckle.

“Hey, Wedge.” I give him a big hug and he hugs back.

“I just gave the Belve a good wash. Let’s go for a spin,” Wedge says.

We cruise down to the South Link, the sandy little space between Calliper 

Lake and Dragoon Lake. The wide-open windows, the rush of the speed and 

the music on the radio combine in me to create a sense of freedom, of flight, 

of cleansing, air brushing away the bad parts, fixing them for now, for good. 

Wedge parks facing the lake. We can hear the lapping water.

“So, I guess you want to know why I fucked up yesterday. I’m real, real 

sorry, Jim.”

“What happened?”

“Not two minutes after you called, the Mounties came to the house wanting 

to talk to me. Seems the girl I got pregnant is just 17, a minor. The cops took 
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me to the station and asked me a bunch of questions. All the while I’m keeping 

an eye on the time. They kept me there for over an hour and I didn’t get away 

until a quarter to three. I rushed home and asked Mom if you’d called. She 

said she’d been home the whole time and no calls. That’s when I jumped in the 

Belve and raced out to the farm. As I was leaving town I saw Buckley’s truck 

parked in front of JimJim’s and thought that was odd.

“Anyways, I took the Line Road, parked and saw your bike in the bushes. 

I scrambled up the hill to the yard and followed the paths, checking out three 

of the small barns. No Jim. I headed for the big barn. I heard a voice as soon 

as I stepped inside, so I hid behind a row of bales next to a very large dog cage. 

I peered around the corner.

“In the middle of the barn was a cowhide laid out over a bed of bales. You were 

lying on the hide, naked and passed out. Standing over you was that big fucker Tony. 

He was saying things like, ‘We’re gonna make you sorry you snooped around here, 

boy,’ and ‘We’re gonna have some fun with your pretty ass.’ He was touching you 

all over. Tony’s a big guy and I knew I couldn’t take him. I had to surprise him.”

“He was touching me all over? Where?”

“All over, Jim. Your cock, your nuts, your mouth, your hair. He was going 

to rape you. You know what I mean?”

“Yeah, I know, Wedge.”

“Okay. A couple of minutes later I hear Buckley’s truck drive into the 

yard and park. Shit. Buckley comes into the barn and walks right past my 

hiding place.”

“‘Well, well, well, what do we have here?’ Buckley says to Tony.”

“‘I caught him sneaking around the barns, so I put him under. Ain’t he a 

specimen? He’s your birthday present, Dad.’”

“Roy is Tony’s father?” I say. “And Buckley was going to rape me, too?”

“Buckley is chuckling. ‘It’s that Crawford peckerhead. Oh, we’ll have some 

fun with this one. Steeps is coming by later on, too. He’ll want some of this.’”

“Steeps was going to rape me, too? This is getting weird now, Wedge.”

“Wait, wait.” Wedge lights a Plain. “So Tony says, ‘I’m going to get some 

cold beers from the house, then we’ll do some boy rapin’.’ And he buggers off.
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“Buckley sits down next to you, feeling you up all over, saying, ‘We’re 

gonna have some fun with you, just like with your little pal Dirk. Because I 

know it was you who knocked my hat off in church, I got some special things 

I’m gonna do to you.’ He bends and kisses you on the lips.”

A shiver goes through me. I feel nauseous.

Wedge goes on. “I know I can take Buckley, so I rush toward him and pop 

him twice in the head. He collapses out cold and I drag him out of sight. I try to 

wake you, slapping your face, but you’re gone. You have a funny chemical smell.

“I hear Tony coming back, whistling Happy Birthday. I grab a rusty 

old spade that’s leaning against a pole and hide behind the door. ‘Steeps is 

comin’ over after nine. Let’s try and keep this boy alive longer than the last 

one, eh?’ Tony says as he comes into the barn. He’s wearing just his gotch 

and carrying a white enamel basin full of ice and beers. I knew I only had 

one shot at this guy. With all my might I give him a whack on the back of 

the head with the spade. He falls face-forward, out cold, basin, ice and beers 

splattered all over.”

“They were going to rape me and kill me like they did Dirk. I was right 

about it all along?”

“Seems so, Jim. I try to wake you up again and realize the smell is ether or 

something they used to put you under. On a shelf is a rag next to a bottle. It 

smells like you. I take the rag and hold it over passed-out Tony’s face until he 

slumps even more. Buckley’s starting to moan in the stall. I put him under, too.

“On one wall are a bunch of chains, ropes, clamps, whips and handcuffs. I 

take two pair of the cuffs and cuff Tony’s hands behind his back. I flip Buckley 

over and do the same.

“I pick up a few ice cubes and put them on your face and chest, calling 

your name. You come to a bit, groggy and confused. I say we have to get out 

of here and try to get you up. Sitting up, you ask why you’re naked, where 

your clothes are and where’s your watch.”

“Yeah, I vaguely remember not knowing where I was.”

“I grab your clothes and shoes from a stall and get you back in your gotch 

and runners, carrying your shorts and shirt. Half-dragging you we get out of 
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the yard and stop at the edge of the hill to listen. Nobody followed us. I hoist 

you up into my arms, run and slide down the hill and put you in the back seat 

of the Belve. I start the car and sit there. You say you have to puke. I open the 

door and you let loose a good one.”

“I sort of remember puking, but not really.”

“After that we sit for a few minutes. I don’t know where to go. I can’t go 

to Steeps, after what Buckley said. The Mounties probably don’t want to see 

me again today. All kinds of possibilities go through my head. You’re becoming 

more active in the back seat but still pretty limp.

“I sit in the running car for a few more minutes, still not knowing what to 

do. I drive to the Texaco yard, hoping your dad is there. He’s loading cases of 

oil onto somebody’s half-ton when we arrive. After he sends off his customer, 

he comes to my car and leans in. As soon as he sees you, he starts yelling at me, 

‘WHAT THE FUCK HAPPENED? WHAT DID YOU DO TO HIM?’ He 

opens the back door and slides in next to you.”

“I remember Dad yelling and him getting in the back seat, holding me. I 

was crying and shaking.”

“You were in bad shape. You kept asking where your watch was.”

“I had to know what time it was so I could get away.”

“I told John very plainly and quickly what happened. Jeff, that guy who 

works with your dad, drove into the yard in the small truck. Your dad told 

him to watch the shop and told me to drive like hell to the hospital.”

“I remember getting to the emergency room, Dad lifting me out of the car 

and carrying me into the hospital in his arms.”

“Dr. Gault was on duty. We went right into an examination room along 

with nurse Swedeman. Your dad said two men may have drugged and raped 

you and he wanted a full examination. I think Gault was shocked by that, but 

he didn’t pursue the matter with questions.”

“The examination was weird. I was woozy and nauseous but didn’t puke. When 

I realized Clare was there I relaxed considerably. I remember lots of whispering 

between people standing across the room. I don’t remember the actual examination. 

All I recall is that Clare was with me every minute. She never left my side.”
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“Your dad and me sat outside the examination room and he made me quietly 

tell him every detail, every word that Tony and Buckley said, like I just told 

you. I’ve never seen your dad like this. He was getting madder and madder 

the more I talked. I told him how concerned you were you lost your watch. 

It got to where he was shaking a little with a snarl on his lips. I was kind of 

afraid of him. He was especially curious about how I’d left Buckley and Tony. 

He asked me if my dad was home.

“When Gault reported no rape had occurred and other than being groggy 

for a few hours you’d be fine, your dad was real happy and relieved even though 

they wanted to keep you in the hospital overnight. Gault was familiar with the 

smell, as he’d used this non-flammable ether himself for surgeries. Your dad 

had a short private chat with Gault before we left.”

“As they were wheeling me to my room, I noticed the time was 4:30. I 

thought it was the middle of the night, but it was still afternoon.”

“I dropped your dad back at the Texaco yard and went home. Just as I was 

coming in the door, my dad was leaving, saying he was going to have a drink with 

John and would I stay home with Mom until he got back. I had no plans, so I did.”

“You saved my life, Wedge. Thank you.”

“My pleasure, Jim.”

“You saved my ass, literally.” We chuckle.

“We balanced the books. Even Steven.” Wedge extends his hand.

Shaking it. “Even Steven. So Buckley’s dead. Do you think one of the 

other dead guys is Tony?”

“Likely.”

“And the third man?”

“No clue. That’s a mystery.” I know Wedge is lying. “I’m just glad I got 

you out of there before it went up in flames. Talk about timing.”

“How do you think the fire started?”

Wedge lights a Plain; smoke coils around his face. “Accidental, probably.”

The four o’clock news comes on the car radio:

“The identities of the other two people who died in the barn fire near 

Langwood last night have been released. Dead are Anthony Edward Buckley, 
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son of the deceased farm owner, Roy Perry Buckley; and Aubrey Hawkon Steeps, 

constable for the village of Langwood. The cause of the blaze that completely 

destroyed every building on the farm is under investigation. Foul play is not 

suspected.”

“Dirk’s Uncle Tony is Buckley’s son. How does that work?” I’m in a 

quandary. “And Steeps is dead, too. All the men who were going to rape me 

are dead. Wedge, this is too weird. What really happened? Tell me, please.”

Smoke hazes Wedge’s features and rises like a curtain. “What happened, 

Jim, is bad people died and good people lived. Sometimes life is fair.”

“It’s that simple?”

“Probably not, once your imagination and curiosity kick in.” Wedge blows 

a perfect smoke ring at me that encircles my head.

Three days later, CKX reports:

“Fire investigators have determined careless smoking to be the cause of a 

barn fire that killed three men earlier this week. Six barns and a house were 

demolished by the blaze near Langwood.”

On Main Street I run into Maryann, who’s on her way to clean the Order 

Hall. I’m going right by there.

“Where you headed?” she asks.

“Park got home last night. He’s been away with his dad building cottages 

this summer, but he’s back for a few days now. I haven’t seen him for over 

two weeks.”

“That’s some stuff about Buckley and Steeps, eh?” she says.

“Being burned alive would be the worst way to die.”

“Maybe,” Maryann says. “Neither of them were nice people. And that 

Tony guy was a real jerk.”

My stomach churns. “Why do you say that?”

“Did you know him?”

“I met him once or twice.”
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“Once is enough. Of all the rude and hurtful things people have said about 

my looks, he was the cruelest. One time he said right to my face he could throw 

me in the river and skim ugly for a week. Isn’t that awful?”

“Awful,” I agree.

Maryann starts to chuckle. “He got what’s comin’. Water under the bridge 

now, so to speak.” We both chuckle.

“Good riddance to bad rubbish.”

“What have you been up to lately, Jim?”

“Not much. Same old stuff.” My secrets flutter through my mind. “I’m 

going to be sixteen in nine days.”

“Happy Birthday. Sweet sixteen and never been kissed?”

“I’ve been kissed.” My imagination awakens the dreadful smell of Buckley’s 

breath when he kissed me.

“I’ll bet you have,” Maryann chuckles. “You’re blushing.”

Actually I’m nauseous, which happens whenever I think of what happened 

and what almost happened. I change the subject. “What are you playing on 

the jukebox these days?”

“That Jackie DeShannon song is a favourite right now. What the World 

Needs Now Is Love. I play Down in the Boondocks and I Can’t Help Myself 

by the Four Tops, love that. What do you like, Jim?”

“I’m starting to like what the mags are calling ‘folk rock,’ like the Byrds, 

with jangly guitars and sweet harmonies.”

“Like Ticket to Ride.”

“Exactly, which is officially my favourite Beatles song ever,” I say. “The 

chiming guitar, vocals, lyrics, Ringo’s wild drumming…everything about it is 

perfect.”

“Lots of people play it on the box. Sounds great in the café when it’s busy 

and noisy. The guitar sounds like trumpets heralding…oh…I don’t know what.”

“Heralding the beginning of a new age of enlightenment born in a tiny 

prairie town out on Highway Number Four and swelling to encompass the 

entire world and all upon it.”

“Yeah, that sounds right. You should be a writer, Jim.”
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Then Maryann says, “I haven’t told many people this, but I’m going for 

surgery next month.”

“Oh, no! Are you sick?”

“No, not sick, but sick of being me. It’s called cosmetic surgery.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s when doctors rearrange your face to make you better-looking. I’m 

going to have a prettier nose and chin after it’s done.”

I try to imagine that.

We reach the Hall. Maryann says, “Come out to the Coffee Stop on your 

birthday.”

“I will. Nice talking to you, Maryann.”

“Say hi to Park.”

I haven’t walked a dozen steps when I hear a loud scream from behind 

me. Maryann comes running out of the Order Hall, screaming and crying. I 

race back to her.

“What is it, Maryann? Are you hurt?”

She’s gasping for breath; horror fills her eyes and she points to the open 

door of the Order Hall. She howls in fear.

I’ve never been in the Order Hall, always heeding the advice of my elders 

to stay away, so when I approach the open door I have no idea what to expect.

The door lets in a shaft of light that falls over what looks like a cowhide 

wrapped around something. Another hide next to it has fallen open, revealing 

a small skeleton shining bright white. The set of the jawbone makes it appear 

to be laughing. I look for a light switch, finding one three feet from the door. 

Four hanging lights with opaque white glass globes light the room with a 

distinct reddish hue. The room is empty but for a small wooden table and two 

chairs in the centre.

I turn to get a closer look at the hides and see beyond them on the floor an 

arc of glass jars. Seven large ones, each containing fluid and something floating. 

Guarding everything is Queenie, Buckley’s stuffed hound. I realize what’s in the jars, 

throw up on the floor of the Order Hall, turn and run outside, puking all the way.

Maryann is sitting cross-legged on the grass. “Did you see the skeleton?”
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“I saw it. There are two hides. I didn’t open the other one.”

“It’s horrible. We need to call the Mounties.”

“And the jars….”

“What jars? Where?” She gets up to go in the hall. I grab her.

“Don’t go in there, Maryann. You really don’t want this image in your head 

for the rest of your life. Believe me.” I wipe some of my breakfast off my chin.

Her eyes are wide. “What is it?” She’s still trying to get to the hall, but I 

hold her.

“No, no, Maryann. Let’s get the police.”

“Hey, kids, what’s going on?” It’s Carol, with a look of concern.

“There’s mummies in the Order Hall,” Maryann gasps, pointing at the 

open door.

“Mummies?”

“Skeletons and mummies.”

Carol’s attention is tweaked. “Mummies and skeletons in the hall? This 

I’ve got to see!”

“No, Carol!” I yell. “Please don’t go in there. It’s a horror!”

“Well, now I can’t resist.” Carol pushes past me, opens her bag, takes out 

her Polaroid camera and steps inside. I see three flashes and wait for Carol’s 

reaction.

She calmly walks out holding the pictures. “I always wondered what they 

do in there.” Carol stares at the images as they blossom into view. She weaves 

slightly, her eyes roll back and she faints dead away, gently crumbling onto 

the grass.

The pictures tumble onto the lawn. One lands next to Maryann. She looks 

at the picture and screams. “The jars!”

I take the picture from her. Seven jars in an arc with labels on them. I never 

noticed the labels before. One word per label. I pick up another picture. It’s 

a close-up of a jar. In the jar floats a penis and testicles. The label on the jar 

says Dirk.

The three of us in front of the Order Hall must be quite a tableau: Carol 

passed out on the lawn, Maryann sitting cross-legged, rocking back and forth 
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sobbing, me on all fours dry-heaving into the petunias along the sidewalk. 

I’m empty.

I collect the three pictures and put them in my back pocket. The third one 

is of the skeleton, hides, jars and Queenie. I rock Carol back and forth, trying 

to bring her to. She’s breathing well and in a minute she opens her eyes.

“Ohhh,” she groans. “It wasn’t a dream.”

“Sorry, Carol. Not a dream. You fainted.”

“Jim. You’re Jim. You’re my Jim. I’ve had you, Jim.” She puts her hand 

on my crotch. “Not a dream.” Carol nods. “Good.” We kiss and she pushes 

me onto my back on the grass. She traces the outlines of my features with her 

finger. Her eyes are so brown.

“The police are coming,” Maryann says.

“Maryann, don’t say anything about the pictures, okay?” I say.

She nods. “I won’t.”

Sgt. Milliken pulls up in the cruiser.

“Hi, folks. We had a call. Are you okay?”

“Just okay,” I say. “You better look in the Order Hall.”

“Is there someone in there?” Milliken’s right hand caresses his gun.

“Partly,” I say.

“Partly? What’s that mean? Be clear.”

“Sorry. It’s gruesome, but you won’t need your gun. It’s just grisly.”

“That’s a little better.” Milliken frowns at me, turns toward the open 

door and strides into the hall. Just as quickly, he comes out, bends and 

vomits copiously into the petunias. He’s woozy and props himself up 

against the hall. He pops a mint into his mouth, closes his eyes and takes 

a few deep breaths.

“Okay. Who was the first person to see the…the…to see in there.”

Maryann raises her hand. “I’m Maryann.”

“Right, Maryann from Burgen’s, yes. And Jim Crawford?”

“Yes. I was just walking with Maryann. I was going to Park Swedeman’s 

house.”

“Carol Caldwell. I just happened along.”
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Milliken writes our names on a little pad. “Maryann, you stay. You two 

can go, but don’t say a word about this to anyone. Understand?”

We nod.

“I’ll contact you if I need to. Thanks.”

Carol and me walk down Lake Drive toward the bridge.

“Do you have the pictures?” Carol asks.

“I do.”

“You can keep them, okay? I never want to see them again.”

“I can do that. Do you want to talk about what was in the hall?”

“Maybe in 30 years. I was actually on my way to Posey’s.”

“Are you going to tell her?”

“No. I can’t talk about it. It’s too sick. But you’ll tell Park?”

“I probably will.”

“He should know about this. Say hi to him for me.” She pecks my cheek.

The day’s getting hot. I strip off my t-shirt and tuck it in my belt. As I walk 

under the train bridge, everything comes together in my head. The hides, the 

skeleton, Dirk’s bracelet, the jars, Bill’s comment, Tony – everything clear as 

day, except: who moved the stuff from Buckley’s farm to the hall, and why? 

The Order Hall is never locked, so anyone could have put the stuff there 

anytime. Why? To prove how sick in the head Buckley was? To explain Dirk’s 

disappearance and fate? As a threat?

When I get to Swedemans’, Sean and Park are playing catch in the back 

yard. Neither are wearing shirts and both have deep brown tans. Their bodies 

are starting to resemble each other.

“Jim!” Park rushes up and hugs me. We laugh with the delight of best 

friends being together.

“Welcome, home, Park. I missed you.”

“Me too, man.”

Sean shakes my hand. “Hello, Jim. Good to see you. How are you?”

He knows what happened. “Hundred percent,” I tell him.

“Happy to hear that. You boys wanna go for a spin?” We nod. Sean tosses 

the car keys to Park.
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“Thanks, Dad. I’ll get my license.”

“You’re sixteen soon, too, Jim. When is that?”

“Next week, the 29th. I’m excited.”

Park returns with a t-shirt over his shoulder.

“Say hi to your folks, Jim. Drive carefully, son.” Sean smiles and waves as 

we back out of the driveway onto McClyde Street.

“Let’s go out the Line Road and sit by the lake,” Park says.

“Fine. By Buckley’s.”

“That’s sure something! A nine days’ wonder.”

“Your mom tell you everything?”

“Yeah, about the fire, and Buckley and Tony and Steeps dying in the barn, 

the whole farm wiped out. It’s bizarre for Langwood.”

“There’s more.”

“It’s Langwood. There’s always more. Fill me in.”

Park parks at the end of the Line Road, which is a thicket of willows on 

the edge of the lake. We sit on some rocks and let the water lap at our bare feet. 

The sun feels great on our skin.

“What’s the scoop, Jim?”

I start with the bracelet in Buckley’s hide and tell my story, ending with 

the details that Wedge told me.

“They were going to fuck you, torture you and kill you, Jim, those fucking 

perverts! They must have killed Dirk.”

“They did. There’s more.”

“As always. Shoot.”

I tell him about the grisly find in the Order Hall this morning, which connects 

the dots to the bracelet and the hide. I take the pictures out of my back pocket.

“Carol had her camera and took pictures in the Order Hall. They’re 

gruesome; after you’ve seen them you’ll never forget them. Still want to see?”

Park thinks and nods. I hand him the Polaroids. He is slack-jawed with 

horror. “Poor Dirk. Poor Dirk,” he says, again and again. “That could have 

been you wrapped in a hide, your nuts floating in a jar.” Park starts to cry.

“I’m alive thanks to Wedge. But Dirk is dead. Dirk is dead.”
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I put my arm over his shoulder. My tears are from relief. We sit by the lake 

and weep for Dirk. The northwest breeze carries a hint of something charred 

– Buckley’s farm above us and half a mile away.

“I wonder what will happen to Dirk’s nuts now? Will there be a funeral 

for them?” My curiosity.

“That’s dark, but I wonder…. Here lies Dirk’s nuts. Always loved, always 

remembered.”

A train whistles at Boundary Road along the west side of Langwood. I 

think of Train Wreck and the sparks landing on us that day. It seems so far away.

“Wanna get high?” Park asks. I nod. “One of the guys gave me two joints 

just before I left. We got high a few times, but it’s not easy with Dad around.” 

Park fishes a joint from his pocket and a book of matches, lights it and passes 

it to me. It tastes different and the effect is a little different, too. I can’t stop 

smiling.

“The first time we got high together was on the other side of the lake almost 

a year ago. That was a great day!”

“The Kinks. You Really Got Me. First time. I wonder what great song 

we’ll hear today?” Park says.

“Tell me about your work, the guys, all that.”

Park is thoughtful. “Wait a minute. Look at this picture.” He shows me 

the shot with everything in it: the hides, jars and Queenie. “Look at how 

everything is arranged. The hides are side by side, and the jars form an arc 

over top of them, and at the pinnacle of the arc sits Queenie, ruling over her 

ghastly empire. It’s very ritualistic. Someone thought about how things should 

be. They didn’t just dump everything off.”

“I hadn’t noticed that, but you’re right.” A shiver goes down my spine. 

Park’s body language says he just had a shiver, too. “Double shivers. Irrefutable 

proof.”

“Who would have salvaged this stuff from the farm before the fire? Maybe 

that person set the fire?”

“Remember, it’s the Order Hall, where strange things apparently happen 

and everything has an order.”
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“And we’re high.” We both laugh. “Anyway, the job is great fun and hard 

work. I’m seeing my dad in a new way as a manager of people, an organizer 

of projects and very good at everything. What a guy!”

“I noticed when I walked into your yard how similar your body is becoming 

to your dad’s, just like you said it would a year and a half ago.”

“I carry a lot of stuff, so good workouts every day, all day. One of the guys 

is an apprentice to Ralph, one of the carpenters Dad hired. I watch and listen 

to him, to learn as much as I can about building.”

“Maybe someday the sign with read Swedeman and Son Builders.”

“Maybe. I like being outdoors. The park is lush this year and we live on-

site in older cabins. They’re rundown and shabby, but liveable. Me and Mitch, 

one of the other summer boys, as Ralph calls us, share one of the cabins. He’s 

a good guy. This is good weed, eh?”

“Church,” I say.

“We’ve finished seven cabins so far and the foundations are being poured 

for ten more. Once those are built we’re done, but right now I’m ready for 

four whole days of doing nothing. Dad sure misses Mom. They were howling 

like wolves last night.”

I think of Clare’s back rub. “Your mom gives great back rubs, I mean in 

the hospital. She asked me if you had ever gone to Buckley’s farm and I told 

her you were too smart for that.”

“I never went there, but I was just thinking, we should have a boo at it on 

the way home. How would you feel about going back there, Jim?”

I’m not immediately enthusiastic, but something is luring me back. “We 

could see if Dirk’s bike is still in the bushes where I tossed it.”

“There. We have a mission. Are you in, Mister Bond?”

“One condition: we finish off that joint before we go.”

“Deal.” Park lights up the stubby joint.

“This is different weed. I feel very open and available after smoking it.”

“Available? Meaning what?” Park asks.

“Open to what’s nearby that we usually don’t or can’t see. It’s peeking out 

and beckoning to me as if it wants to tell me something.”
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“Who’s beckoning you?”

“Somebody at Buckley’s farm…it’s…it’s Dirk.”

“Oh, Jim. Dirk is dead.”

“It’s not the dead part that’s trying to get my attention. Something is 

incomplete, but we can finish it for Dirk. Let’s go to the farm.”

“Now I’m nervous about this. Do you feel safe doing this?”

“It’s safe, Park. It’s Dirk.”

“Okay. I’m with you. Should we take the gravel or climb up from the 

Line Road?”

“Let’s climb up.”

Park turns the car around and drives the half-mile to the bottom of the hill. 

The smell of burnt wood fills the air when we step out of the car. The breeze 

has died down and the temperature has risen into the 90s. We scramble up the 

hill and emerge at the edge of the yard.

It looks like a battlefield. A few blackened timbers still stand, but mostly it’s 

grey ash. Six black spots where the barns were, one caved-in ruin that once was 

the house, and two seared metallic lumps, half-tons, are all that remain. Some of 

the trees are scorched, the weeds are blackened, the fenceposts are burned and the 

ground is grey with ash. I’m a little short of breath. Park looks at me with concern.

“Okay?”

“So far. I found the bike in this barn and tossed it into the bushes.”

We walk toward the area behind the burnt barn. I search in the thick bushes 

on the edge of the hill and again see something red. The reflector on Dirk’s 

bike. “It’s here.”

Park helps me drag it out. “That’s Dirk’s bike, all right.” He points to the 

“D.S.” Dirk crudely scraped into the front fender. “What should we do with it?”

“Give it to Beryl Bryter.” It’s Dirk’s voice.

“We’ll give it to Beryl Bryter.”

“Why?” asks Park.

“Dirk wants her to have it.” Park looks bewildered.

“Everybody wants you to know what happened, Jim. Are you ready to 

hear it?”
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“Yes, Dirk. I’m ready.”

“Sit down.”

I sit on an unburned patch of grass. Park, next to me, whispers, “I’m right 

here.”

Sitting cross-legged, I slump forward. It feels like I’m walking into the 

middle of a movie.

“Watch.”

Jack Hanson arrives at the Texaco yard just as Dad and Jeff are having a 

drink. Dad tells Jeff to close up the warehouse and go home early, be with his 

family. Jeff and Colleen have twin boys, seven years old.

Pushing a small juice glass full of Seagram’s across the desk, Dad says, 

“Well, Jack, a debt was repaid today.”

“How’s that, John?”

“Your boy saved my boy’s life.” Dad raises his glass, as does Jack. “To Reg.”

Over another glass, Dad tells Jack about the events of the day, all the 

gruesome details and what might have happened if it weren’t for Wedge. In 

silence the men stare at the worn surface of the metal desk. Both are snarling, 

thinking the same thought, hearing explosions, spasms rippling through their 

bodies, brothers-in-arms, tense and hungry. Eye-to-eye, they nod. Dad puts 

on his work gloves and hands Jack another pair.

Taking the two old baseball bats Dad and me use to lob a few balls in the 

vacant lot next to the yard, Jack and Dad get into our Chevy. The bats stowed 

behind the seat, they drive out to Buckley’s and park in a gravelly area near the 

large barn. Both men are alert, as keen as the whisky allows them to be, and 

both feel that familiar tingling under their balls, the heart of fear, a souvenir of 

Europe. The flask is passed.

“Reg used to come out here when he was a boy about Jim’s age. Reg said 

him and Buckley would swim in the slough down the hill and he’d get real 

sleepy afterwards,” says Jack. “Roy did things.”

Grabbing a bat each, they head for the big barn. There they find Roy and 

Tony exactly as Wedge described them, bound and sound asleep. Roy snores 

raggedly. Both men stand in horror at the sights around the room. The hide 
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where Jim was stripped, chains and whips, a pillory, pulleys in the ceiling beams, 

a large steel cage, utensils of unknown use.

“Fucking perverts,” says Jack.

Tony stirs slightly. “Let’s get this one propped up,” Dad says. They haul 

Tony into a sitting position against the wall of a stall. They do the same with 

Roy so when he wakes up he can see Tony. Dad makes sure the handcuffs are 

secure and sees my watch on Buckley’s wrist. On the wall are pegs with keys, 

one labelled CUFFS. Dad opens Buckley’s cuffs, takes off the watch and re-

cuffs him. Jack gets a small pail of water from a tap.

“Buckley first. We’ll make him watch what’s going to happen to him.” Jack 

throws the water in Roy’s face. Shaking his head and sputtering, Roy comes 

to, blinking his eyes.

“Mornin’, Roy,” Dad says. “Did you have a good sleep?”

Struggling against the cuffs, Roy realizes his helplessness. “What are you 

fuckers doing here?” Roy says.

“Finishing the job our boys started earlier today,” Jack says.

Buckley blanches in fear.

Jack gets more water and throws it into Tony’s face. Tony blinks awake. 

“Wakey, wakey, pervert.” As Tony gains consciousness, Jack gives him a swift 

kick in the ribs. Tony howls in pain.

“You fuckers,” Roy keeps saying. “Leave my boy alone.” Roy begins to 

shriek when Jack takes the cowhide off the bales, drapes it over Tony, who’s 

still propped up against the wall, and picks up a baseball bat.

“You watch close, Roy. You’re next.”

Dad and Jack take turns smashing the sheathed Tony with their bats. 

Groans, bones breaking and the increasingly dull thuds of the bats mingle 

with the heaving gasps of the men and Roy’s loud weeping and pleading. Sharp 

points of broken bones poke through the hide. Once the groans from under 

the cowhide stop and a glassy pool of blood forms around the hide, Dad and 

Jack take a break. The flask is passed.

“Bet you’d love a swig of this right about now, eh, Roy?” Dad says, holding 

up the flask.
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“Oh, yeah, John. Just a little sip. Please.”

“Not a chance.” Dad stands up. Searching among the horse harnesses, 

he finds a pole strap with buckle and holes. He ties the leather strap around 

Buckley’s neck, pulls it tight and hooks the tail end onto a nail above Buckley’s 

head. Buckley starts to gasp and choke. In a corner of the barn Jack finds 

another cowhide.

“Your turn, Roy,” says Jack. “This is for what you did to our boys. Two 

less perverts in the world. What can be bad about that?” They cover Roy with 

the hide. He sobs and begs through his gasps.

Buckley dies quicker than Tony. A few sound whacks each and there is 

nothing stirring under the hide. Nonetheless, Dad is enflamed with rage and 

smashes Buckley 25 more times. Dad is sweating, crying, gasping, his nose is 

bleeding, but he feels satisfied that justice has been done.

“Feel better, John?” Jack asks. “I sure as hell do.”

Dad sits on the bales, panting, and looks at Jack with a big grin. “We won 

the fuckin’ war, Jack.”

“We sure as hell did, John.” The flask is passed.

After Dad’s gasping subsides, he says, “Let’s see what else we can find here.”

Carrying the bats, they discover the two-headed calf.

“I’ll be damned,” says Dad.

“Stand back, John.” Jack takes a mighty swing at the bottle. It shatters, 

spraying formaldehyde, glass and calf around the room. The caustic smell drives 

them outside and across the yard to another small barn.

It reeks of death in the barn. A window is open at the rear. In front of it, 

a long table holds something wrapped in a large cowhide. Flies swarm around 

the hide, their buzzing incredibly loud. The men approach the table, holding 

their noses. The cowhide is held closed by pieces of duct tape. One has the 

word Emmit written on it. With a couple of quick moves Dad pulls the tape 

away and the hide falls open. Flies swarm out. In the untanned hide lies the 

body of a young person mostly devoured by maggots. Half the skeleton is 

visible. The maggots make a quiet slurping sound.

“John, there’s another one here.” On the floor is a cowhide with Jerry on 
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one of the pieces of duct tape. Jack tears off the tape, the hide opens and the 

white skeleton of a young person is revealed, picked clean.

Dad and Jack stare down at the skeleton. “Jesus. Jesus H. Christ. That 

could have been my boy,” Dad says.

“Or mine. But it’s not, John. We did the right thing. No more boys will 

be eaten by maggots in cowhides because of us. C’mon, let’s see what’s in the 

other barn.”

Still carrying the bats, they enter the small barn nearest the house. The most 

dilapidated, it has light pouring in between cracks in the walls and roof. On 

shelves on one wall are seven large glass jars filled with fluid and something 

else. They have labels.

Dad and Jack get close enough to see that the labels are boys’ names: Emmit, 

Jerry, Dirk, Colin, Seth, Ben, Blaine. Each bottle contains a penis and testicles 

floating in formaldehyde. Dad and Jack both puke into the straw. They cover 

it up with their feet.

“That clears the head,” Jack says.

“Dirk,” Dad says, shaking his head. “Poor kid.”

“Should we take that for Bill?”

“Merry Christmas, Bill. Here’s your son’s knackers in a jar. No, Jack. We 

can’t leave a trail.”

“What about Steeps?”

“Yes, what about Steeps? We should leave him one clue, to see how deep 

he’s involved.” Dad thinks for a minute. Still wearing his work gloves, Dad 

takes the jar labelled Dirk and switches it with the one labelled Emmit. “Let’s 

get out of here.”

It’s 5:50.

“Dirk, this isn’t what happened, is it?” I ask, near tears. “How could my 

dad do…”

“You’ll have to ask him yourself. Don’t cry, Jim. Laugh,” says Dirk. “Play 

the jukebox.”

“Jim. Jim, are you okay?” Park has his arm over my shoulder.

“I’m good, Park. It’s good to know the truth, no matter how shocking.”
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“Can you tell me?”

I think about that. “Not right now, Park.” More secrets, big secrets.

“There’s still one pervert left. Ready?”

“Okay, Dirk.” I slump forward.

“Watch.”

At 9:15 that evening Aubrey Steeps is at home, grunting and groaning as he 

bends over his belly, changing out of his on-duty boots into comfy loafers. He 

hangs his village-issued sidearm and holster on its peg by the door and takes 

off his jacket with the patch on it that says Village Constable. They gave him 

a cap with the same emblem but it doesn’t fit, so he never wears it.

His feet hurt, his back is trying to kill him, his ulcer is a gnawing pain, so 

he gobbles Tums and drinks half a quart of milk, which quells the burning in 

his gut a little.

He takes a six-pack of beer from his fridge, carries it out to his car, digs 

the church key out of the glove box and flips open a bottle. The taste brings 

a smile that turns into a wince once the beer hits his ulcer. Steeps burps loud 

and long, but it brings no relief. He rubs his copious belly, which barely fits 

behind the wheel of his car. Another loud burp but no relief.

“Fuck,” he says as he starts the car. Six Days on the Road by Dave Dudley 

is playing on the radio.

The sun has set behind the western hills as Steeps pulls off the pavement 

onto the grid road to Buckley’s farm. Dudley cedes to George Jones. Steeps 

whistles along with She Thinks I Still Care. He parks in Buckley’s yard and 

waits until the song ends before turning off the engine. He gets out and notices 

how quiet it is. Usually there’s music coming from the big barn. And there’s a 

strange smell in the air, chemical, familiar. Steeps can’t place the smell.

Carrying the beer, he walks the narrow path through the weeds to the barn, 

which is dark. The dark is something Aubrey Steeps doesn’t like much. He 

stands just outside the open door and shouts: “You boys havin’ me on tonight 

or what? Turn on a light.” He listens for a reply. Nothing. “Okay, joke’s over, 

Roy, Big Tony. Turn on the lights.” He listens. No reply. “Fuckers! Turn on 

the fuckin’ lights already!” No reply, no lights.
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Steeps leaves the five beer by the door and lumbers back to his car, finishes 

his beer and throws the empty into the weeds. He fishes a flashlight out of 

the glove box. Having the flashlight makes Steeps a little more relaxed about 

going into the barn.

Shining the beam around the dark barn, he mutters. “Where’s the switch 

for this dump, anyways? Hey, boys, ’nuff with the jokes.” He trips over a rusty 

old spade and almost falls. “Fuck!”

As he’s righting himself, the beam catches two light switches on a post. 

Steeps flicks the top switch. Nothing happens. The bottom switch lights up the 

barn with four dim lights under wide shades. Steeps sighs with relief. “Okay, 

boys, joke’s over.” Steeps looks around the barn, sniffing the air.

“Smells like blood,” he says aloud. He spots something covered with a 

cowhide leaning against a stall wall, a pool of blood around it. Steeps freezes, 

wishing he’d brought his gun. Slowly he shines his flashlight into the dark 

edges of the barn, up and down the stalls. He sees another cowhide covering 

something, and more blood.

“If this is your idea of a joke, I’m going to kick both your asses,” Steeps says 

in his loud constable voice. No reply. “The jig’s up, fuckers.” He strides over to 

the first cowhide, lifts one corner and pulls it back. Steeps is so startled he falls over 

backwards, landing with a considerable wallop. He grabs the back of his head and 

moans. Slowly he peers over his belly at the bludgeoned corpse, studying it carefully.

Under his breath: “It’s Big Tony.”

What’s left of Big Tony, actually. His skull is in pieces and grey brain matter 

trickles from the socket of his head. His face is mashed, unrecognizable. His 

shoulder blades dangle listlessly; his chest and back are prickly with the sharp 

points of broken ribs, his gotch are dyed with blood and his arms are broken, 

exposing jagged bones. Steeps recognizes Tony only by the tattoo on his left 

upper arm that says Marlene in scroll letters, otherwise it could be anybody.

With a loud gurgling noise, Tony slowly tips over and falls forward, 

revealing the handcuffs, spilling the rest of the brains out of the head. They 

mix with the pool of blood and send a small wave toward Steeps, who shuffles 

away backwards on his elbows.
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“Jesus fucking Christ!”

With difficulty, Steeps gets to his feet and gapes at Tony.

“Jesus fucking Christ!”

Steeps edges toward the other cowhide and pulls it back. “Buckley,” he 

gasps, and pukes into the straw.

If it wasn’t for the distinctive belt buckle bearing the large stylized letters 

R and B, Steeps wouldn’t have known the battered mass of blood and bone to 

be Roy Buckley. Using the rusty spade, Steeps tips Buckley over.

“Cuffed.” Steeps is starting to sweat more than usual. He rubs his fat belly 

to relieve the painful burning as he looks around furtively, unsure if he’s alone. 

“Somebody’s found out. Fuck!”

Steeps sits on a bale, trying to make sense of everything. He needs a beer, 

retrieves the ones he brought, opens one on the bottle opener nailed to a post 

and takes a long slug. The more he thinks about who might have done this and 

why, the more he sweats. The stink of blood gets to him.

Out of the barn in the last vestiges of twilight Steeps recognizes the 

chemical odour and follows it to a small barn. Inside, the smell of formaldehyde 

is overwhelming. Covering his nose, Steeps sees the shattered glass glinting 

against the dark, wet floor. Both heads have broken away from the calf’s body; 

one lies to Steeps’ left, the other to his right.

Steeps rushes as best as an obese man can across the yard to another small 

barn. Lighting his way with his flashlight, he runs to the back of the barn. On 

the table the cowhide is open, the tape is on the floor, the buzz of flies dominates 

the barn. Steeps’ beam catches the other cowhide open on the floor. “Fuck!”

He waddles to the next barn, shines his light on the shelves with the jars 

and counts. “Seven, good.” Just as he turns his light away, Steeps stops. “That’s 

not right.” He shines the light on the jars and knits his brow.

“Dirk wasn’t the last one. It should be…fuck!”

Steeps starts to tremble and has trouble lighting a smoke. The night air is cool 

but smells strongly of formaldehyde as he walks to his car. He hears a vehicle 

approaching on the grid road and sees its lights. It turns into the short lane to 

Buckley’s. The high beams sweep around the yard and brightly illuminate Steeps. 
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The car stops. Its radio is loud, Bits and Pieces by the DC5. When the song ends 

the engine dies and silence returns to the farm, but the high beams stay on.

“Who’s that?” shouts Steeps. No reply.

The driver gets out of the car, unrecognizable behind the headlights.

“Who’s that?” Steeps’ voice is cracking. No reply. The flare of a match 

lighting a Plain briefly reveals Wedge Hanson.

“Hanson. What the fuck are you doing here?”

“Good evening, Steeps.” Wedge takes a few steps toward Steeps.

“Don’t come any closer. I’m armed,” says Steeps.

“No you’re not. You don’t have the boots on.”

“What do you…”

“I hear there’s a birthday party here tonight. Is that right?”

“Me and Buckley just knockin’ back a few. Want a beer, Wedge?”

“How’s Buckley feeling tonight? Does he have a headache?”

Steeps stutters, “No, no, he’s, he’s okay.”

“Call Roy out. Where is he? In the barn?” Wedge takes a few steps toward 

the barn.

“Don’t go in there,” Steeps yells and takes a waddling lunge at Wedge, 

who sidesteps him easily. Steeps stumbles facefirst into the grille of Wedge’s 

Belvedere.

“Hey, hey, asshole. Mind the chrome,” Wedge says. “You got blood on 

my car.”

Steeps tries to push himself away from the grille and rolls over on his side. 

“I’m bleeding. My face is bleeding!” Steeps cries.

“Get up, you fucking pervert.”

“I’m bleeding.”

“Get up.” Wedge half hauls the fat man to his feet. “Get into the barn.”

“No, I can’t walk.”

“Now!”

Steeps stumbles toward the barn. Wedge walks a safe distance behind him, 

knowing how wily Steeps can be. Steeps falls down on the bale platform in the 

barn. His face is scraped, but a large cut on his nose is providing most of the blood.
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“I’m bleeding to death.”

“Good,” says Wedge. He gets two pairs of leg irons off the wall. They are 

basically cuffs on an 18-inch chain. “Roll over on your side with your hands 

behind your back,” he instructs Steeps. “Do it!”

Steeps rolls onto his left side. Wedge secures his hands with one set of 

irons. He puts the other irons on Steeps’ ankles, intertwining the chains with 

the ones on his wrists. Steeps groans in pain at the position.

“I’m bleeding to death, you fucker. I’m gonna have a heart attack. Let me 

go, Hanson.”

“Wait here, Steepsy. Don’t go anywhere.”

“No, don’t go! Wait!” Steeps is almost hysterical.

On the way to his car, Wedge pukes into the grass. His father’s description 

of what happened to Roy and Tony didn’t do the scene justice. After a few 

minutes of cool air, Wedge takes a small bag from the truck of his car and goes 

back into the barn. He finds the beer Steeps brought and opens himself one.

“Nice of you to bring the beers.” He sets the bag down where Steeps can 

see it.

“What are you gonna do?”

Wedge laughs, his father’s laugh. “I’m going to give you and your buddies 

a head start in Hell.”

“What? No, not fire. No, no, please.”

“Fire, and lots of it. You see, Steeps, my old man worked with explosives 

and such in the war, and he taught me a lot. Like how to make a simple fire 

starter on a timer that nobody will find in the ashes. Nothing to it, really.”

“Please don’t do this, Wedge. You’ll be caught and go to jail for life.”

“And you’ll still be dead.”

“Not fire, not fire, please.”

“C’mon, Steepsy. Look on the bright side. Maybe you’ll have a heart attack 

and die before you burn to death. Either way is fine by me. Wait here.”

Wedge quickly visits every small barn, collects a few items and loads them 

into his trunk. A breeze has started up from the northwest. Perfect, he thinks 

as he walks back to the big barn.
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“Oh, Steepsy, you pissed yourself. Afraid to die? If I was you, I’d be afraid 

to die, too.”

“Please…” Steeps manages.

“It’s please and thank you. Let’s see, you’ll burn no matter what, but let’s 

have you see the fire coming.”

Steeps watches in horror as Wedge pulls a few items from the bag, hooks 

them together with some wire, adds a little piece of soft plastic and a small 

plastic device.

“Now, what time shall we have the weenie roast, Steeps? It’s almost eleven 

now, so, say…about one o’clock this morning, the good people of Langwood 

will be awakened by the town bell indicating a fire at Buckley’s place. That 

gives you two hours to anticipate your death. That should be enough time, eh?”

Wedge sets the device, which makes a ticking sound. He places it in the 

straw close enough so Steeps can hear the ticking. “This should make for an 

interesting blaze, and you’ll have a front-row seat.”

Steeps groans and hoarsely screams.

“You probably haven’t noticed, but a stiff northwest breeze has started 

up. That means all the little barns will burn just like the big one. Down they 

go, along with their secrets. Well, maybe not all their secrets.”

“What do you mean?”

“Jars with boys’ nuts in them, skeletons in cowhides. Sound familiar, 

Steeps?”

“Please…”

“You’re too bad to go on living, Steeps. In fact, you’re almost too bad to 

be dead. But it’ll have to do.”

Steeps is in mild shock from the mental and physical stress.

“I wanna be honest with you, Steeps.” Wedge lights a Plain and blows smoke 

in Steeps’ face. “I’m not doing this just for myself, although I’m enjoying it 

immensely and it’s my payback for the things you did to me when I was just 

a lad. I’m also doing this for every Ukrainian, Polack or Indian person you 

stopped and ticketed because you don’t like their type. I’m doing it for every 

kid in Langwood that you threatened because of some stupid shit in your 
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head. I’m doing this, I’m killing you, for every kid you ever fucked, for every 

boy you put your cock in and tortured just for the fun of it. I’m doing this 

for every parent you bereaved, you sick fuck.” Wedge takes off his right glove 

and gives Steeps a hard punch in the jaw.

“I couldn’t help that. Now you truly get what you deserve, a fast trip to 

Hell.”

Steeps has a crooked grin. “You’re forgetting something.” He sneers at 

Wedge.

Wedge puts his glove back on, takes a key from his shirt pocket, walks to 

Tony, takes off the cuffs, does the same to Roy and hangs the cuffs on the wall.

“What about me?” Steeps sneers.

Wedge looks at his watch. “You don’t deserve it and you don’t have to 

thank me, but I’m gonna do you a big favour, Steepsy.”

Wedge takes a bottle from a shelf, pours a little into a rag and holds it over 

Steeps’ face. “Say goodnight, boy.”

In a minute the fat man is limp and under. Wedge unlocks his fetters and 

hangs them back up on the wall. Carefully he surveys the barn.

“Burn, baby, burn,” Wedge says, flicking out the light as he leaves.

Wedge drives back to town, makes a stop and then goes home. He runs a 

hot bath and lights a Plain. As he’s getting out of the bath, the town bell begins 

to frantically clang. Wedge smiles to himself. 

“That’s how it happened, Jim.”

“How do you know all this, Dirk?”

“The dead know everything. This is plenty for you to digest. Play the 

jukebox. ’Bye, Jim.”

“’Bye, Dirk.”

Faithful Park still sits next to me when I come to, his brow knitted with 

concern.

“I’m good. A little overwhelmed maybe, but good. Will Dirk’s bike fit in 

your trunk?”

“Probably. Where will we take it?”

“The Order Hall. We need to go now,” I say.
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Park takes the bike and we rush through the grass to the hill, slide and run 

down it and stow the bike in the trunk. It just fits. As we’re driving back, we 

see dust on the gravel grid road above us. The cops are going back to the farm 

after the day’s discovery.

“We dodged them. You knew they were coming, didn’t you, Jim?”

“Thought they might get interested again.”

“Let’s waste some gas.” Park turns onto Highway 42 and we head west, 

radio full blast, windows down. BJ the DJ on CKY tells us to stay tuned for a 

brand-new song by Bob Dylan following the Champs Chicken commercial.

“I read Bob Dylan’s gone electric and the folkies are furious at him. I’m 

curious about him,” I say. Park slows down, pulls into an entrance to a field, 

and parks.

BJ says, “You may know Bob Dylan as a thoughtful protest singer who 

writes topical and controversial songs. Well, he’s changed his image and his 

sound. His new song is called Like a Rolling Stone and I have a feeling this 

will be a song you will never forget. It’s a little long but worth it. Turn up your 

radio now for Bob Dylan.”

It’s got me from the first drumbeat and never lets go, dragging me through 

teeth-rattling harmonica and angry vocals. The first line is Once upon a time. 

It’s a fairy tale, but a bitter one. I immediately want to hear it again.

As it fades out, BJ returns. “Bob Dylan, Like a Rolling Stone, on CKY, 

Canada’s Friendly Giant. What do you think? Like it or hate it? While it was 

playing, the red phone in the studio lit up. Only one person has that number, 

the station owner, and it’s usually not good news when it rings. He asked what 

the song was and I told him. He said – you won’t believe this – he said: As soon 

as it’s over, play it again. Boss’s orders.”

Wham into the song again.

“Dylan’s not a great singer, but the band helps a lot. His fury makes up 

for his vocal ability. That’s some story he’s telling; he’s pissed off, not at the 

system any more but at an individual. Big change,” I say.

“Now he has a band to help him be pissed off. The band sounds restless, 

edgy.”
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“Carol loaned me Dylan’s The Times They Are a-Changin’ LP. Just him 

and guitar and protest songs with lots of imagery. Nothing like this at all.”

“Dylan appears to be a-changin’, too,” says Park.

“I guess that’s today’s great new ‘song by the lake.’ When we’re both old and 

in the way we’ll remember hearing Like a Rolling Stone for the first time together.”

Park smiles and nods. “Okay, brother.”

For a few minutes Bob Dylan distracted me from the disturbing information I 

just got from Dirk, but now it comes flooding back to me. It doesn’t make sense.

“Let’s go to the Order Hall,” I suggest.

Turning onto Lake Drive, we can see Beryl Bryter’s car parked at the Hall. 

Beryl is sweeping the walkway and the hall door is open. Park slows and stops.

“Hi, Miss Bryter,” he says.

“Hello, boys. It’s Park and, oh, Jim. Another gorgeous day in the little 

town, yes?”

“How’s everything at the Order Hall?” I ask her. I notice my puke on the 

red petunias.

“Business as usual. You’re dropping something off for me.”

“We are,” says Park with a surprised look. He gets out, opens the trunk 

and unloads Dirk’s bike. Beryl takes it from him.

“This is Dirk’s…”

Beryl cuts Park off. “I know what it is, Park, and what needs to happen to it.”

“Dirk said we should give it to you,” I say.

“Don’t leave yet.” She wheels the bike into the hall, walks back to the car, 

and gives us both a serious stare. “What you know goes no further. Capiche?”

We both nod.

“When you need to talk, you know where I live. You are good boys on the 

way to becoming good men. Don’t waver. Thank you for bringing the bike. 

You boys have the best day you can. Play the jukebox.” She smiles.

“You, too,” we say and drive away slowly.

“She just swore us to secrecy about the Hall. Did you get that?”

“Full blast,” says Park. “And I feel better somehow, not as broken up 

about it all.”
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“It’s that old Beryl magic. I’m familiar with it from my childhood when 

Beryl babysat me. We bear the responsibility of knowing this secret, but Beryl 

made it okay.”

“She said it’s business as usual at the Hall. I don’t know what goes on in 

there, but if skeletons in hides, testicles in jars and a stuffed dog are normal, I 

don’t ever want to know,” Park says.

“Beryl’s a weird duck. Her ‘work’ at the hall, whatever it is, only adds to 

her weirdness. My mom adores her, thinks the world of her.”

“Interesting. My mom feels the same way about Beryl.”

“‘Play the jukebox.’ That’s part of Percy’s slogan. And it was the last thing 

Dirk said to me today after showing me what happened.”

“I’ll buy you a root beer at Burgen’s,” Park says. “We’ll play the jukebox.”

When we arrive at Burgen’s, Percy is loading up the Nomad.

“Hello, boys.” He’s smiling big time.

“You look happy, Percy,” I say.

“Life is short, Jim,” Percy says. “I just serviced the Seeburg and added a 

bunch of new records. You’re going to be very surprised with what you find. 

In fact, I would say, Jim, your song is J7.”

“J7. Very mysterious, Percy,” I say.

In the Coffee Stop two tough-looking truckers chow down on burgers 

in one booth, three girls from Scarriage share a plate of fries, two Cokes and 

giggles in another and Rudy Wosniak sits at the counter drinking a Pepsi and 

humming along to What’s New Pussycat? The waitress is Barb Ruskin, who is 

round and jolly. The Ruskins live two doors away from us. Their son Wes is 

two years older, a senior next year, top of the class.

Park and me head straight for the jukebox.

“J7…J7. Help!/I’m Down by The Beatles? What? How can that be?”

“That’s the name of the new movie. Let’s play it.” Park slips a dime into 

the slot and pushes J7. Tom Jones finishes and Jackie DeShannon starts up. 

We impatiently linger around the Seeburg. The song ends, the record carousel 

spins, stops, selects and sets down a record on the turntable.

“It’s not on Capitol,” I say. “It’s not them.” But it is.
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The first cry for help stops all the conversation in the room. The second 

one has everybody looking at the Seeburg. The third catches Barb’s attention 

and she stands motionless, listening. Rudy listens, nodding his head ever so 

slightly as if he’s counting. Three verses and three choruses later the song ends, 

sweet and cold.

“The label says Parlophone. It’s the British 45. CKY is going to debut it 

as an exclusive tomorrow. Sorry, CKY. Burgen’s got the exclusive. How the 

heck did Percy get this?”

Rudy comes up to us. “Jimmy, Jimmy, you guess?”

“Okay, Rudy. You play, I guess. Go.”

Rudy grins, rolls his eyes, puts his Hohner to his lips and plays Help! 

note-perfect. Everyone in the room applauds when he’s done. Rudy bows 

deeply, laughing.

“How many times have you heard that song, Rudy?”

“One, one time, one.”

“You’re still amazing,” I tell him.

The two truckers are paying their bill. One says to Rudy, “Your suitcase 

ain’t got no handle, little buddy, but you play a mean harp.” He gives Rudy 

a dollar bill.

Rudy stares at the money, looks up at the man and nods. He puts the 

harmonica to his mouth and plays the words thank you on it. The truckers 

leave, laughing. We play Help! three more times and the flip side twice.

Park drops me at Peel’s Place. “It’s family night tonight,” Park says. “Dad’s 

taking us out to JimJim’s for dinner then to The Patch to see Those Magnificent 

Men in their Flying Machines. Let’s work out tomorrow.”

“For sure. Have a fun night. Thanks for the spin, Park.”

“Great to be with you, Jim. Tomorrow.”

In Peel’s Place, Percy, a Black Cat hanging from his mouth, is showing 

Mary Sheeska how to set the alarm timer on the radio he has just sold her. 

“Did you get that, Mary? Say it back to me.” Mary repeats the instructions. 

“Excellent. You and Wasyl enjoy your new clock radio. Now you’ll always be 

awake before the chickens.” Mary and I exchange nods as she leaves.
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“I thought I might be seeing you again today, Jim.” Percy is grinning his 

honest grin at me. “J7, right?”

I nod. Percy opens a 45s box and pulls out seven copies of Help!/I’m 

Down with full-colour sleeves. He delights in my surprise. They are all on 

Parlophone.

“This is the British 45.”

“It was released there last Wednesday.”

“You love making me ask the questions, don’t you, Percy?” He nods and 

drags on his smoke.

“How did you get them?”

“The crux of the matter. You may or may not know that Barclay is not 

my only son. From a previous marriage I have a son named Clark, who is a 

photographer for a chain of U.S. newspapers. He was in London last week 

shooting The Beatles before the movie premiere. As part of the promo package, 

they gave Clark eight copies of the 45 and three Help! LPs. He got here yesterday 

for a visit, and that’s how I got the record. This is for you.”

Percy hands me a copy of the Help! LP. “I feel bad I haven’t taken you on any 

trips yet this year. With Laurel’s death, I’m having to re-invent myself. So is Bark.”

I hold the record, staring at the happy cover. “Thank you, Percy. Thank 

you for this.”

“I notice the B-side isn’t on the LP, so take one of these, too.” Percy hands 

me one of the 45s.

“Thanks even more! I can repay you in one way. Order a song called Like 

a Rolling Stone by Bob Dylan. The folkie has gone rock and roll. Park and me 

heard it on CKY today. It’ll be huge.”

Percy jots on a pad. “It’s not folk music? You know that doesn’t play on 

the boxes.”

“No. It’s the opposite of folk music. He’s rocking. The song is about 

fuckin’.”

“What’s about fuckin’?”

“Jim, this is Clark, Clark, Jim.” We shake hands. Clark looks exactly like 

a younger version of Percy. It’s eerie when they stand side by side.
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“The new Bob Dylan song, Like a Rolling Stone.”

“I heard he dropped the folk stuff. I’m keen to hear that.”

“Did you meet The Beatles?” I ask Clark.

“If you can say being in the same room with them and 40 other photographers 

is meeting them, then, yes. They were having great fun, horsing around, pulling 

faces, being Beatles. You’re a fan, I take it?”

“Big fan. Thanks again, Percy, for the records. My Roamer awaits in the 

rumpus room. Good to know you, Clark.”

“Likewise, Jim.”

Percy says, “We’ll do the east tour in early August, Mag Amy included, if 

the wind blows from the right direction.”

“I’m sixteen on the 29th, just so’s you know. These’ll be my birthday 

presents.”

“See ya, Jim.”

I race home with the records.

“I just got back from coffee with Hazel. How’s Park?” Mom asks.

“He’s good. We took a spin out 42.”

“What do you have there?”

“My birthday present from Percy. His other son Clark brought them back 

from England this week.” I explain what the records are.

“Aren’t you a lucky Beatlemaniac.”

“I am. Anything new around town?”

“Paula Clemens is opening a gift shop where Murphy’s used to be. Oh, 

Carol called. She wants you to call her. And you’re popular with the ladies; 

Maryann Burgen wants to talk to you. What could she want?”

“I was going to loan her some records probably.”

“I’ll be on the patio.”

“Hi, Carol. It’s Jim. You okay?”

“Fine. After I left you I got curious, so I doubled back to the Order Hall 

and stood in the spruce trees next door. Maryann was sitting in Beryl’s passenger 

seat. Beryl and Milliken were standing in front of the door arguing. He said 

he had jurisdiction there, but she laughed and pointed to a spot on the ground 
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outside the Hall door and said his jurisdiction ends right there. He said it was 

different this time, exceptional circumstances. Beryl said that every circumstance 

in the Hall is exceptional. She surprised him by saying he’s been in Langwood 

four years four months and nine days and that he’s now been professionally 

briefed on what happens in the Hall. Even just living in Langwood, you get 

to know about the Hall. Why push it? she finally asked.”

“Wow. What did he say?”

“Nothing. He just stood there. She told him everyone involved will be 

contacted and every boy will be returned to his proper home, order will be 

restored and life will go on. She said if Sgt. Becker wants to talk he can call 

her. Milliken shook her hand and thanked her for her work. She patted him 

on the shoulder and sent him on his way.”

“That sounds like Beryl. She used to babysit me when we first came to 

town. I was eight.”

“She’s spooky. After the cop left, she said, ‘Carol Caldwell, come out, 

come out, wherever you are.’ She knew I was there all along. She scolded me 

for being rude and eavesdropping. I apologized and her demeanour changed. 

She became very sunny and told me I got an important lesson in life and death 

today and should be grateful. She said only seven people know what’s in the 

hall, and that’s how it will stay. She named them: Milliken, her, me, Maryann, 

you, and she said you’d tell Park.”

“I did. She’s good. Who’s the seventh?”

“Whoever left the stuff.”

I know who it is, but can’t tell Carol. “Did she mention the pictures?”

“No.”

“Good. She doesn’t know about them. Are you really all right?”

“Beryl calmed me down a lot, then Posey and me played Beatles records 

for a couple of hours, so I feel much better now.”

“Talk to you tomorrow.”

Five seconds after I hang up the phone it rings, startling me.

“Hi, Jim. It’s Maryann.”

“You sound calm.”
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“I’m fine. The cop asked me a few questions, then Beryl and me had a long 

talk. She’s very helpful, very soothing, very…”

“Mysterious,” I say.

“Yes, she’s mysterious, but I trust her. She sure helped me calm my nerves 

and deal with what I saw. She erased the event somehow so it doesn’t affect me.”

“If I got out of hand when she was babysitting me, she had a technique 

that softened my emotions, made them less severe, settled me down.”

“Exactly, Jim. And I still feel calm about it all. I’m calling to see how you 

are. You had more of a shock than I did, going by the pictures I saw.”

“Worst thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”

“Maybe you should talk to Beryl,” Maryann says.

Mom’s back refreshing her 7Up. “Thanks, Maryann. I’ll pick some 45s 

from my collection for you. Take care.”

“I get it. ’Bye.”

“That was Maryann. We’re lending each other some 45s. So, Mom, what 

did you and Hazel talk about today?”

“Girl talk, this and that.”

“Did you talk about what happened to me?”

“We did. Remember, she has a son, too.”

“Wedge used to go to Buckley’s place when he was my age.”

“I know. Hazel told me.”

“Did he do things to Wedge?”

“Hazel thinks so, but Reg won’t talk about it. Buckley was a dreadful man. 

Glad he’s dead. Hazel is, too.”

“Me, too. What I don’t understand is how the three men who were going 

to rape me died in the same place on the same day. It’s just weird.”

Mom pauses before she replies. I see she wants to tell me what she knows, 

but instead she says, “Mysterious ways, Jim, mysterious ways.”

Dad doesn’t get home until 9:30 and when he does he parks the car half on 

the sidewalk along the house, half on the driveway. He stumbles in, hammered. 

The booze makes his face drawn and tight, his pallor yellowish. He eats a few 

mouthfuls, pukes twice and goes to bed.
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Usually Mom begins an hours-long fret when she knows he’s getting 

loaded. Tonight is different. We only wait half an hour before she and I eat, 

then she calmly watches TV until he gets home. He’s different, too. Still silent 

and scowly, but letting her into his needs. She rubs his shoulders while he sits 

at the kitchen table and holds his head when he pukes.

After he goes to bed, Mom hands me the car keys.

“Please park the car properly.” Mom doesn’t drive.

I take the keys and re-park the car in the garage, erasing the evidence. 

Sitting in the car, I mull over the events of the day. I have doubts about the 

stories Dirk told me. How can they be true? My dad is not a murderer. I have 

loose ends, though, like the baseball bats. I realize the key to the metal Texaco 

office is on the ring with the car key.

I stick my head in the door. “Mom, all parked nice now. Going for a walk. 

See ya.”

“Thanks, Jim.”

I walk toward the yard, cross the tracks and jump onto the platform. 

Though the driving gate is locked, I can get in from the track side. I open the 

door to the office. The hinges squeal. I flick on the fluorescent light. In the 

corner behind the door are both bats, where they should be. I pick them up 

and lay them on the metal desk. There is no blood, but both bats have a few 

oil streaks. Maybe Dad cleaned them with an oily rag. Plenty of those around 

here. The wood shows lots of indentations, especially on one bat. I run my 

fingers over the wood and my nostrils fill with the smell of Buckley’s rotten 

cowhide. This was Dad’s bat. My stomach churns, then settles. I sit in the metal 

office chair and stare at the bats. That takes care of one loose end.

When I get home, Mom’s in her housecoat getting ready for bed.

“You know what I’d really like to do on my 16th birthday? I’d like to 

have a Yahtzee night at the Hansons’, just the six of us. What do you think?”

“Do you?” She’s a little surprised. “Okay, I’ll see if everyone’s available.”
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A dog is barking nearby, a big dog. I squint and see through the bars of a cage 

a large lop-eared gold-coloured dog with exceedingly long fur. Its jutting jaw 

is lined with glistening white teeth as sharp as razors. Its hot breath smells of 

carrion. The dog slavers when it barks. I draw back from the dog.

“Help, help,” I cry weakly.

A man’s voice. I can’t see his face. “That’s okay, girl. He ain’t gettin’ out 

of that cage.” A hand pets the dog. “Settle now, Queenie.”

The dog sits and stares at me. The man gives the cage a mighty kick with his 

cowboy boot. “Hey, boy, you gonna die like you was born, naked and helpless.”

He moves away and on a table behind him is a large glass jar with a label 

that says Jim.

“Help! Help! Help!” I’m screaming. I hear men laughing. “Help!”

“Jim, Jim, Jim, you’re okay. It’s a dream, a dream, Jim, son.” Mom is holding 

me. I quiver in her arms.

“A dream? A dream, Mom. Oh good, good, a dream.” I reach under the 

covers and feel my nuts. Still there. I start to laugh. Standing in the doorway, 

Dad gives Mom a concerned look.

“How about you go see Beryl tomorrow, Jim. You think that’s a good 

idea?” Mom asks.

“You should, son,” Dad adds.

“I will. Tomorrow.” I’ve stopped shaking. Mom holds me as I fall back 

to sleep.

The next day the heat wave breaks and liveable summer temperatures prevail. 

At the LLP I help unload 83 cases of canned goods and cereal and clean up a 

mess with mop and pail after Moira Cleavers drops a large glass jar of garlic dill 

pickles. I become overwhelmed by the smell, the jar, the pickles and everything 

it brings forth in my head. I clean up my own vomit along with the pickles, 

juice and shattered glass. Monty tells me to go home for the rest of the day.

When I get home, Mom’s note says: 9:20 Gone for a drive in truck with 
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Dad to Stammers Lake. Love, Mom. While I’m brushing my teeth I hear a rap 

on the door. It’s Beryl Bryter.

“You wanted to see me, Jim?” she asks.

“Did Mom and Dad call you?”

“They didn’t have to.”

Beryl takes a chair in the kitchen while I rinse the froth out of my mouth.

“Tell me about your nightmare,” she says.

I recount the dream.

“The source of it is obvious, based on yesterday’s events. Is that clear to 

you?” I nod. “Your dream world is playing the next reel of your life, but it’s 

not the right one. It’s the could-have-happened-but-didn’t reel.”

As she speaks, Beryl maintains continuous eye contact with me, which 

makes me feel relaxed and tended. Occasionally she touches my hand. Beryl 

has used this technique since the first time she babysat me. Being under Beryl’s 

sway is a familiar and pleasant place to be.

“You will have no further need for that dream, Jim.” She claps her hands 

twice, repeats the phrase and claps twice more. Works every time. Relief and 

good feelings wash through me. I hug Beryl and she hugs me back.

“Thank you.”

“You’ve always been a believer, Jim. That’s why you feel so good right 

now. One more thing. You have something of Dirk’s I need so I can return it 

to righteousness.”

“I do?” For a moment I don’t know what she means. She fidgets with her 

watch. “Oh, Dirk’s bracelet, yeah, sure. I’ll get it.”

I drop the bracelet into her open palm. “Thank you, Jim. You’ve been very 

helpful creating order out of chaos. I am grateful and so is Dirk, but he’ll tell 

you that himself.”

“Can I ask you a few questions?” She nods. “What’ll happen to Queenie?”

“She’s already been given a decent burial.”

“Why was that stuff in the hall laid out the way it was, the two hides, the 

arc of jars and the dog at the centre?”

“That was its order. After all, it is the Order Hall.”
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“Did that design mean something?”

“It’s meant to honour the one who got away and the ones who didn’t. 

What else do you want to know?”

“Dirk talks to me. I know things before they happen. I have visions. Am I sick?”

Beryl holds my eyes with hers and chuckles. “No. You’re special, Jim. 

People tell you that all the time. These things that happen to you are expressions 

of your uniqueness, illustrations of what you can and need to do in your life. 

It’s confusing, because you’re young and full of not enough understanding. 

It will become clear as you age. Be patient. You’re not sick, you’re not crazy, 

you’re Jim Crawford. You’re lucky. Live with it.”

At this moment I feel enormous love for Beryl Bryter. Not physical 

love, but the love that comes from being understood, from having someone 

unconditionally on my side, an ally. I trust her. I always have.

Beryl grins and nods. “Love you too, Jim.” She tweaks my chin. “If you 

have more questions or just want to talk, you know where to find me. Gotta 

go. Say hi to the folks.” She’s gone.

“Thank you for tying up my loose ends, Jim. The bike, the bracelet, my 

balls, all important things.” It’s Dirk.

“You’re welcome, Dirk.”

“I know you still have loose ends of your own. Yahtzee night will answer 

all your questions.”

“What’s it like being dead?”

“It’s like being alive, but without anger, desire and ignorance, therefore no 

suffering. It’s heaven. You’re a good man, Jim Crawford. I’ll talk to you one 

more time. ’Bye, Jim.”

“Bye, Dirk.”

Park and I had planned to work out after supper, but now I’m free for the 

day. I try his number. No answer. After lunch I bike over, but there’s no car 

in the driveway. Mrs. Kreshewski next door says all the Swedemans went to 

Clear Lake for a swim. I have the afternoon to myself.

Passing Gannon’s Funeral Home, I see Gary Gannon getting into the 

hearse. It’s the Buckley funerals today, Tony and Roy at the same time, killing 
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two birds with one stone.

I start to wonder who would go to their funeral. Will Bill Stabalski be 

there? I pop into the post office and check the funeral notice. Roy and Tony 

Buckley Funeral United Church 2:00 p.m. The town clock says it’s 1:30. I park 

my bike on the shady side of the church, still not sure if I should go in. My 

curiosity gets the better of me.

Mrs. McClune, the Reverend’s wife, hands me a program. “Hello, Jim. Good 

of you to come.” I nod and sit at the back of the church. Two others occupy 

the pews: Selwyn Yardley and Wedge Hanson. I’m surprised Wedge is here.

Margaret Greyson plays a dirge on the church organ. Two small brown 

boxes sit on a table in front of the pulpit. One is labelled Roy, the other Tony. 

Their ashes. Large glass jars would be more appropriate. The thought makes 

my stomach churn. I smell garlic and fight the urge to throw up.

From the vestibule I hear, “Hello, Felix. Good of you to come.” Felix 

McTiler shambles by me and plops down in an empty pew. Mom says he goes 

to everybody’s funeral.

“Hello, JimJim. Good of you to come.”

“Me deliver flowers, flowers.”

“Oh, good, finally some flowers. Go in.”

JimJim rushes by me carrying a brown parcel. He walks up to the two boxes, 

takes out a can of Glade air freshener and sprays the boxes thoroughly. He sets 

the can on top of Roy’s box and leaves, chuckling to himself. I smile and nod 

at him as he goes by. He wears the satisfied look of a man who’s enjoying his 

revenge. The room becomes permeated with the fake smell of Glade Spring 

Bouquet, making me queasy.

The elongated minutes of church time pull at my patience. No one else 

arrives. Finally the music swells, we stand and the Reverend enters with the 

family, which is two people: Catherine Shales, Roy’s sister who Mom introduced 

me to, and a beautiful young woman, maybe 20. Neither are dressed in black, 

neither appear to be sad. They notice the strong odour of flowers.

“How glorious that the sweet, rich aroma of God’s own blossoms has 

filled this room with…” McClune stops mid-sentence, realizing there isn’t a 
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flower in the place but espying the Glade. He clears his throat. “Let us pray.”

I only last a few more minutes before the smell drives me into the fresh 

afternoon. My curiosity is satisfied. The Buckleys got the turnout they deserve. 

I expected Bill to be a no-show, but I wonder why Wedge was there.

I get a whiff of Spring Bouquet from my t-shirt so I strip it off, hang it from 

my belt and bike down to the lakeshore. A few little kids splash in the shallow 

water under the watchful eyes of their young mothers. On the hill overlooking 

the lake, I lie on the freshly mowed grass, a big improvement over Glade.

Dirk’s description of being dead floats through my mind. No anger, no 

desire, no ignorance, thus no suffering. So, the cause of suffering is anger, desire 

and ignorance. I ponder this as best I can but realize I’m just nibbling at the 

corner of understanding it. What sticks with me is Dirk’s reason why he knows 

everything that happened at Buckley’s farm: The dead know everything. I say 

it aloud a few times.

“Do they?”

Carol startles me. “Oh, hi, Carol. According to Dirk they do.”

“It’s hard to imagine Dirk knowing everything.” She chuckles. “What did 

he tell you?”

“That’s a story for some day, but not today.” Carol sits down next to me. 

“I went to the Buckleys’ funeral.”

“You did not!” She is shocked.

“I was curious.” I describe the turnout and JimJim’s revenge.

“And Queenie nowhere to be found? I was sure she’d be watching over 

the remains.”

“Beryl said Queenie has been given a decent burial.”

“Dad says Steeps is being buried in his hometown, Calamity, Saskatchewan, 

I think it is.”

I chuckle. “Calamity! That’s great.”

Carol lies down beside me on the grass. She is wearing a blue skort and 

her blouse is tied up under her breasts. She’s very tanned and sports large 

sunglasses, which she takes off.

“I haven’t heard anything about a funeral for Dirk,” I say.
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“Bill should have a memorial service for family and friends, small, not public. 

Put your hands behind your head and don’t move them until I tell you to.”

I do as I’m told. Carol lays her hand on my bare chest and slowly caresses 

me. Her eyes are so brown. I close my eyes and let the heat of the sun and 

her loving touch commingle on my skin. She runs her fingers over my lips 

and gently kisses me. “Carol Caldwell adores Jim Crawford,” she whispers 

in my ear.

“That works just as well reversed.” I smile and she kisses me again, rolling 

on top of me. She unties her blouse; her naked breasts press against my chest. 

Her leg rubs my groin.

“Put your arms around me, lover boy,” she says.

I pull her tight against me as we kiss passionately. We are lost in each other. 

I roll over on top of her. Usually we have sex at this point. Instead, we have 

a visitor.

“A Hem! A Hem!” Glowering down at us is Koop Shinway, hands on his 

hips. Besides being the village bell ringer, Koop also mows the grass in the park.

“Youse kids needs ta git outta here. This ain’t no place fer what yer doing.” 

He snorts at us.

“Oh, sorry, Mister Shinway,” I say. “We’re going.”

“Yes, you are. Now git.”

We scram, me pushing my bike.

“Do you hear bells?” Carol asks, and we both laugh. “Want to finish up 

at my place? Mom and Dad are away. CC is home, but he won’t mind, if you 

don’t.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Carol puts her arm around my waist and we stroll 

across town.

CC is out, so we have the house to ourselves. Carol’s bedroom isn’t pink 

like it was on Remembrance Day. “I outgrew pink,” she says. And there are 

no candles, just bright summer sunshine pouring in both windows. Standing 

naked in the shaft of sunlight, we embrace, entwine, kiss.

“Look at us,” she whispers, pointing to the vanity mirror. “We’re a statue in 

burnished ivory carved by Pietro Piccolo in 1587 called Nudes With Tan Lines.”
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An impassioned hour later, as we loll in the afterglow in Carol’s only bed, 

CC comes home.

“It’s okay. He knows about us.”

“Carol?” CC yells from downstairs.

“Up here, CC.”

CC is Carol’s extra-smart older brother with the PhD who’s now attending 

university in Vancouver. CC stands for Clarence Carter, but he sometimes tells 

people it stands for Cubic Centimetres. I don’t know him real well, but we get 

along. He walks into the bedroom and shows no surprise.

“Jim! Fancy meeting you here!” He’s grinning from ear to ear. We shake 

hands and he sits down on the edge of the bed.

CC looks like Carol, with similar features. However, he looks much different 

than in The Bystander picture last month. He’s bulked up and shaggy. His 

hair is almost down to his collar and parted in the middle. He has a full beard, 

pearly white teeth, an easy, sincere smile and rich brown eyes like his sister’s. 

He’s wearing khaki safari shorts and an unbuttoned blue bowling shirt with 

the name Ricky embroidered over the front pocket. Between the pleats on the 

back, the shirt says: The Fun Shop! We Sell Fun! and an address.

“What’s up, Jim?” he says, and starts to laugh.

“Just the usual. Right, Carol?”

“The usual,” she sighs, smiling.

“Nice shirt,” I say.

“It’s one of my roommate’s in Vancouver.”

“What kind of fun does The Fun Shop sell?” I ask.

“Novelties. Fake vomit, snapping gum, exploding cigars, everything fun 

for kids of all ages. Ricky works there on weekends because he’s a fun guy. I 

have a joke for you,” says CC.

“Here we go.” Carol rolls her eyes.

“Have you heard the name Pavlov?” CC pauses. “It rings a bell.” He 

chuckles, we smile.

“I’m reading a great book on anti-gravity.” CC’s dramatic pause. “I can’t 

put it down.” Chuckles all around.
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“A neutron walks into a bar and asks, How much for a beer?” Pause. “The 

bartender says, For you, no charge.” CC is regaled; Carol and me think we 

get it and chuckle.

“Schrödinger’s cat walks into a bar.” Pause. “And doesn’t.” CC howls. 

Carol and me shrug.

“That’s where you lost us, CC,” says Carol. “What did you do today?”

“An old high school friend and I went for a drive in the country. A woman.”

“Really?” Carol is shocked. “Oh, it’s a joke. Good one, brother.”

“Not a joke, little sister. We’ve seen each other a few times of late.”

“Who is she?”

“Isn’t that a mystery for a little sister to solve?” CC says, chuckling. “I’ll 

give you one clue: she’s the person you’d least expect and the person you’d 

most expect to be interested in me. That’s all you get. So, anyway, besides this” 

– CC waves his hand over the bed – “what did you two do today?”

“I went to Roy Buckley’s funeral.”

CC is surprised. “Good grief! Why?”

“To see who else would go.”

“And…?” CC wants to know.

“Let’s say it wasn’t SRO.” I recount the JimJim incident.

“I don’t blame JimJim. Buckley stank. The stench from that old truck 

of his, something rotting away in the box, stinking up the town. I just got a 

memory whiff of it.” CC makes a face. Both Carol and me get a whiff, too. 

Mine comes with a deep shiver.

“It was a double funeral. Roy’s son Tony died, too,” I say.

“Is that who they say Tony is? That’s rich.” CC snorts. “Roy may have 

adopted him, but as far I know, Tony, if that’s his real name, was a 14-year-old 

runaway from an orphanage in Alberta when Roy picked him off the side of 

the road and took him to the farm. He worked that boy like a slave for years. 

Tony did all the farm work and nobody even knew he was there. He never 

went to school, to town. He went nowhere. Roy kept him on the farm under 

lock and key. Tony grew into a hulking man, a strong man. When he was 20, 

Tony did something really bad and went to jail for 10 years. Nobody’s sure 
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what he did. A couple of years ago he was released and came to live with Roy 

on the farm again. Clandestinely, again, until recently.”

Carol and I are astonished. “How do you know all this?” she asks.

“I pay attention. People talk, I listen, and I connect the dots, like Sherlock 

Holmes. Remember, I was cub reporter for The Bystander for four years starting 

when I was sixteen. Photographer, too. I learned a lot about the dark side of 

Langwood. Stuff I knew but couldn’t report. I could write a book!”

I’m surprised how relaxed and comfortable I feel with CC, considering 

I’m naked in bed with his naked sister. He’s six years older than me and is six, 

sixty, six hundred times smarter, and he’s cracking jokes, telling secrets and 

being happy. He’s not judging us; he’s enjoying us. Now, that’s something a 

truly intelligent person does.

“Dirk Stabalski used to say Tony was his uncle, Bill’s brother,” I say.

“Now, that opens up a whole other can of worms.” CC moves a wingback 

chair closer to our bed, sits on it, puts his feet up and lights up a joint. “This is 

a mild version of something a friend of mine is developing. The weed, I mean.” 

He hands the joint to Carol. We smoke it down to the roach.

“Cokes all around? I’ll get ’em.” CC leaves.

“Your brother is terrific and I’m very, very high,” I laugh and talk at the 

same time.

“Best brother ever.”

“I’m glad my first naked joint was with you. Well, you and your brother. 

You, too?”

“It’s special, Jim. Gotta pee.” Carol runs to the bathroom. She flies back 

into bed just as CC comes up the stairs.

“Before I forget to ask, was Queenie at the funeral?” CC says.

“No, she had to miss the occasion. More pressing royal matters.”

“Aww, too bad. She was such an obedient dog,” CC says, and we laugh. 

“So Dirk ran away, right?”

We nod, and CC knows we’re lying.

“Okay. Bill Stabalski and Tony Buckley are not brothers in any blood or 

traditional sense, but they are perversely connected through Roy Buckley.” CC 
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takes a swig from his Coke. We are rapt. “Roy Buckley was the next generation 

of a bad seed that’s been planted and replanted and replanted countless times over 

the centuries. Roy embodied a very specific evil that used him to do its work.”

“Now you’re just making this up,” says Carol.

“God’s honest,” says CC, crossing his heart and Ricky at the same time. 

“Bill Stabalski’s father, Jacob, was a brutal, drunken tyrant who savagely 

dominated his three children and wife, whom he eventually beat to death, a 

murder that sent him to jail for life. But not before he turned Bill, his only son, 

into a near-replica of himself – angry, drunken, ignorant and brutal. To escape 

Jacob’s rage, Bill would go to Buckley’s farm, where he could get drunk and 

forget. He’d be about thirteen when he first went there. However, Buckley 

tortured and raped boys, including Bill, making him at least a psychological 

prisoner if not a physical one. Everyone staying with me?”

We nod. I swallow hard.

“Good. Bill took the seed and participated in the evil, often as its victim, 

sometimes not. But Bill grew up and got married, so Roy’s influence on him 

diminished. Roy found new ground for the evil in the form of Tony, young, 

fallow, fertile and family-free. Perfect slave material.”

“So every generation supplies someone in which to plant the evil seed?” 

Carol asks.

“Correct. That’s how it’s sustained through time.”

“That means someone younger than Tony probably got the seed,” I say.

“Excellent deduction, Jim,” says CC. “Let’s look at it by ages. Roy was 67 

when he died, according to the funeral announcement. Bill is 45 or so, Tony 

was 32. About 12 years between them, making the next man about 20 years 

old. Who could that be?”

“There’s not that many,” says Carol.

“I’ll just toss something out,” CC says. “Maybe that explains why Wedge 

Hanson was at the funeral.”

I shudder. He’s right! Another shudder. “If Wedge has the seed…” My 

thought trails off.

“What does that make him? Is that the rest of your question?”
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I nod.

“Roy and Tony were beyond redemption. The evil consumed them and 

their humanity. Bill isn’t beyond redemption. He escaped and tried to live 

life as if the evil didn’t exist. He wasn’t successful, but he tried, and paid 

heavily – losing his wife, his son running away and Ezabelle her own self. 

It wouldn’t surprise me if the evil tried to infect Dirk or Ezabelle. It may 

already have Ezabelle.”

“Really?” says Carol. “She’s studying to be an actress, isn’t she?”

“Ezabelle is an enigma I was never able to crack. She’s been an actress all 

her life. There’s something amiss with her,” says CC.

Despite CC’s enormous local knowledge, he doesn’t know anything about 

Dirk’s fate.

“Or maybe it’ll go after Dirk.”

CC is studying our faces closely. Carol and me exchange a look.

“Thought so. What really happened to Dirk?” CC asks us.

Carol and I look at each other and shrug. “He knows everything else,” 

says Carol.

“I have the pictures from the Order Hall with me,” I say to Carol.

“Pictures from the Order Hall! I’m fascinated.”

Carol nods. “Show him, but I don’t want to see them.” She slips into a 

robe and the bathroom.

“Now, here’s what really went on at Buckley’s farm, CC. This is the really 

perverted stuff. Are you sure you want to see them? They’re gruesome. You 

can’t un-see them.”

“That’s my kind of stuff. One hundred percent certain.”

I hand CC the pictures, starting with the wide shot of the hides, jars and 

Queenie. He looks at it and says, “Good dog. Stay,” and chuckles. He squints 

at the picture. “What’s the other stuff? Jars? Blankets?”

“Actually, they’re two cowhides with a young person’s skeleton wrapped 

in each one.”

I hand him the picture of the seven jars. CC says, “They have labels. I can’t 

make them out. Something’s floating inside. What is that?”
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I hand him the close-up of Dirk’s jar. Possibly for the first time ever, 

Clarence Carter Caldwell is at a loss for words.

“CC, you need to hear my story.” I relate my suspicions about Dirk, my 

plot with Wedge to snoop on the farm, how it went down, Wedge saving my life, 

repaying his debt to me for saving his life. CC listens, wide-eyed and fascinated.

“Do you think Wedge has the seed?” I ask.

“Let me cross-examine your story, like Perry Mason – but with voodoo.” 

CC does a weird vocal rendition of Perry Mason’s theme song. “Wedge’s 

reason for not helping you at the farm was because the Mounties questioned 

him about a pregnant girl. Has there been any follow-up on that? Did Wedge 

say anything more?”

“Nothing. Not yet, anyway.”

“Let’s try something. I want you to put the palms of your hands on the 

palms of my hands.” CC lays his hands palms-up on the bed. I shift around. 

As soon as our palms meet, I feel relaxed and happy.

“Close your eyes, breathe back to the farm, back. Now, Jim. I want you 

to focus all your attention on the last things you remember before passing out 

in the barn with the rag on your face. Breathe back to the barn. Back. Back to 

the barn. It’s safe to remember. Tell me what you see.”

“Inside the door, bales are piled three-high, forming a winding path toward 

a light. Otherwise the barn is dark. I peer around the corner and see a large jar 

under a single-bulb lamp. A two-headed calf is inside the jar. I’d heard of this.”

“Stop. Hold there. Who told you about the two-headed calf?”

“Roy did, when he tried to entice us to his farm, me and Dirk.”

“Okay. You’re looking at the large jar. What are you thinking?”

“My curiosity is running wild. I want to see it for myself, up close. I take 

three steps toward the jar and someone grabs me from behind and puts a rag 

over my mouth and nose. The smell is chemical, awful. I try to push his hand 

away, but it won’t budge. He grabs me around my chest and holds me tight. 

He’s very strong, stronger then me. I struggle, but he has me pinned.”

“Stop. Hold there. Was he much bigger than you? A little bigger? The 

same size?”
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“He was…bigger…but maybe just a little. He was stronger than me, much 

stronger.”

“Did he smell of anything?”

I take a deep breath. “Beer breath.”

“BO?”

Another deep breath. “Yeah, some.”

“Did he say anything?”

“He said, ‘Say goodnight, boy.’ That’s the very last thing I remember. A 

man’s voice. ‘Say goodnight, boy.’”

“Did you recognize the voice?”

“No. I’ve thought about that, but, no. He pronounced boy as two syllables, 

bo-yee.”

“Keep your eyes closed. Go past the man’s voice and the rag now, let the 

two-headed calf and the barn slip away, feel yourself going limp and asleep, 

but still awake enough to see what’s going on. The man is holding you up. 

What next?”

“It’s hazy, but he drags me outside. I smell the weeds. He drags me inside 

a barn and lays me down. I am still. The barn is still. Cigarette smoke. Two 

men are talking, muffled, laughter.”

“Stop. Hold there. Do you recognize either voice?”

“Umm, I feel like I should, but I don’t.”

“Was either voice Roy Buckley?”

“Buckley, no, not Buckley.”

“Can you make out anything they’re saying?”

“No words except for party. Their tone is happy. I smell cigarette smoke 

the whole time.”

“What happens next?”

“Someone is taking my clothes off. The rag on my face and everything 

dissolves. It’s just static.”

“Stay with that, Jim. You said the men laughed. Did you recognize either 

laugh?”

“No.”
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“Keep your hands on mine, Jim. You’ve been hurt and shamed by your 

experience. You feel guilty and afraid people will find out. All of that is the 

perfect response. The next response will happen in your body, your mind, your 

spirit and your emotions, right now. Aaaarroooooooo!”

CC howls. Our hands rise. He howls again. Our hands are at eye level. He 

howls and our hands separate in wide arcs around us. I feel lifted, unbound, 

strong, protected. My fear has vanished, along with the guilt. I shake my head, 

unbelieving.

“Feeling refreshed, Jim?” CC is smiling widely.

“Like after a good night’s sleep. I remember everything we talked about, 

too. Thank you, CC. Where did you learn to do that?”

“The jungles of deepest Langwood, I’m sure. I’m fascinated that Wedge 

owed his life to you. He may have seen this as a chance for redemption, an 

opportunity to dispel the seed in him. You were the path to his salvation.”

“I’m not following, CC. Remember, you’re way smarter than me.”

“I wouldn’t say that, Jim. We’re equals in that department. Wedge has a 

well-deserved reputation as a ladies’ man, a back-seat lover boy, back-door 

man to several married women in greater Langwood along with a wealthy 

farm widow.”

“Really? I didn’t know that.”

“Has Wedge ever had a job?” CC asks.

“You’re right. He’s never had a job. But that doesn’t…”

“Wedge’s rep as an excellent stickhandler is partly genetic. According to 

some of my mother’s dear friends – people talk, I listen – Jack Hanson was 

most-wanted for a fling when he was a young man just like Wedge is. I’m 

saying the Hansons are good strong heterosexual men. They’re drunks, but 

they aren’t perverts. Wedge only went along so far with Buckley’s sport. Once 

boys started dying, Wedge backed off.”

“Maybe Dirk was Wedge’s turning point.”

“He may have been. If so, his life was not in vain. Dirk was the catalyst 

that set everything in motion. Your curiosity is the spark that started the fire, 

Jim. That’s major.”
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I think of Dirk always wanting to build a fire.

“Wedge saw you as his chance to play both sides, to get rid of the bad – the 

Buckleys – and save the good – you. To get rid of the seed, Wedge had to do 

it for himself and for someone else more pure than him. Then Wedge would 

be doubly redeemed and his debt to you paid.”

“You think Wedge could have figured all that out?”

“C’mon, Jim. You play Yahtzee with him. Wedge Hanson is excellent at 

acting stupid, the exact opposite of what he is. His lights aren’t as dim as he 

wants people to think. Look at Wedge that way and you’ll see what I mean.”

Yahtzee night just got even more interesting.

“Can a girl get a word in edgewise?” Carol says, taking off her robe and 

climbing back into bed. She hugs me and hands me and CC shiny red McIntosh 

apples.

“I have some questions,” says Carol. “If the Buckleys were so evil, why 

didn’t someone do something about them? Why didn’t people know?”

“Most people heard gossip and rumour about Buckley, but few people put 

it all together to get the whole story like I did,” says CC. “The family kept 

to itself. His mother was well respected as a nurse at the hospital. Plus this 

is Langwood, Don’t Rock The Boat Capital of Manitoba. Langwood. Say it 

slowly and it becomes languid, meaning listless, fatigued, sluggish.” CC melts 

in slow motion.

“My parents strictly forbade me to ever go to Buckley’s farm, so people 

knew something was amiss,” I say.

“But minding your own business only goes so far. Something’s gotta give.”

“It gave,” I say.

“How does Steeps fit into this?” Carol wants to know.

“Booze and perverted sex. Steeps helped Roy get away with it for many years. In 

return, Steeps got to get hammered and play with the boys with impunity,” says CC.

“Dreadful people,” Carol says, shaking her head. “Let’s talk about something 

else.”

“Okay,” says CC. “Do you guys know about the Drover sisters who had 

séances at their homestead?”
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“Fluker was telling me about this weird place out in the bush north of 

town. Is that it?”

“Sounds right, Jim. It’s a homestead that was abandoned years ago. The 

strange thing is, it looks like they just up and left all their stuff behind, including 

personal things like combs, and dishes still sitting on the table. All they took was 

a carved moulding that went around the top of the living room wall, because 

they had séances in that room and the spirits came out of the carved moulding.”

“Yeah, right!” I say.

“I’ve heard of that place,” says Carol. “Mom knows the Drover sisters. 

They’re in Langwood now, you know. Down on the corner in the big old 

house. They live with that lady Clementine Fleming.”

“I’ve delivered groceries to them. Do they have séances there?” I ask.

“Let’s go ask them,” Carol says. “Mom says they’re ‘misunderstood.’”

“Meaning they’re nuts?” I ask.

“Maybe,” says Carol.

CC adds to the story. “Apparently in the old house on the homestead you 

can see where the moulding was, because the wallpaper is less faded in a band 

around the room.”

“Have you seen it yourself, CC?” I ask.

“No, I haven’t. It remains a Langwood legend. Seems easy enough to prove 

or disprove, doesn’t it?”

I’m inspired. “You know what we should do? We should go out to their 

old house and have a look for ourselves. What do you think?”

Carol is enthusiastic about it. “I’m in.”

“You kids can tell me all about it. Take your camera, sis. I know a couple 

of old gents who’ll know how to get there.”

“That’s exciting,” says Carol. She runs her hand down my back. “CC, Jim 

and I have some unfinished business.” She tilts her head.

“We do?” I say. “Oh, yeah, we really do.”

CC laughs. “Sex is never done, kids. Remember that. Good talking to 

you, Jim.”

“You helped me a lot, gave me something to think about.” We shake hands.
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“Always happy to do that. Enjoy my sister. Don’t forget the clit.”

“I’ll remind him,” Carol says.

“You, enjoy Jim.”

“Life is short, death is long, play the jukebox,” I say. CC laughs.

“Pretend I’m a jukebox,” Carol says and lies back against her pillow. “Start 

playing my songs.”

“You’re a Wurlitzer of a girl.”

I crown my own Beauty Queen.

Park’s already warming up in the workout room when I arrive after supper.

“I’ve missed this,” I say.

Park agrees. “What should we do with Dirk’s rep sheet now that he’s, you 

know, dead?”

We stare at the form with Dirk’s squiggly numbers overflowing the boxes. 

“Give it to Beryl?” I say.

“Actually, I’d like to keep it,” says Park. “Something to remember him by. 

I’ll take it down after our workout tonight.”

“Good. This’ll be the Dirk Stabalski Memorial Workout.”

“Deemed and thus.”

We both do extra reps, pushing ourselves and each other. A symmetrical 

balance in rep numbers gives extra strength and endurance. By the time we 

reach the cooldown, we’re both glistening with sweat, breathing deep, “stoked,” 

as Sean calls it.

“I had a nightmare last night about Buckley,” I tell Park.

“Was it bad?”

“Real bad. I don’t want to repeat it. Woke up yelling for help.”

“Help, like The Beatles.”

“Help, like Beryl Bryter, who, out of the blue, dropped by the house this 

morning.”

“It’s uncanny how she knows where to be and when. Did she fix you right up?”
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“I was Brytered, brightened and enlightened. I gave her Dirk’s bracelet 

to ‘return to righteousness,’ as she put it. Queenie got a decent burial, finally. 

You noticed the way the things were laid out in the hall. She said the design 

was meant as a memorial to the one who got away and the ones who didn’t. 

Pretty weird.”

“You got away. Dirk and the other six boys didn’t. Who knew that when 

the things were laid out?”

“Good question. I told her I was seeing visions, talking to Dirk and all that 

stuff. She said to get accustomed to it because it’s part of what makes me special.”

“So, you’re not crazy.” Park punches my arm and chuckles.

“Just crazy enough, apparently. I went to the Buckleys’ funeral today.”

Park snorts. “That is some dark stuff, Jim, but I get it. Curious, right?”

“As ever.” I relate my abbreviated funeral story and meeting Carol. “We 

had sex twice in her bed and a nice long chat with CC in between.”

“CC, her brother?”

“Carol and me naked in bed and CC in a chair beside us. Great guy. He 

had some killer weed.” I tell Park about CC’s theory of evil on the Buckley 

farm and how it is reseeded through the generations.

“Who do you think has the seed now?” Park asks. He immediately answers 

his own question. “Wedge. He was at the funeral.”

“I think so, but I’ll know for sure after Yahtzee night.”

Changing the subject, I ask Park about Clear Lake.

“That was some day! I laid in the sand and splashed in the water with the 

family. We ate squishy tomato sandwiches and Neapolitan soft ice cream cones 

and were dripped on by both. We laughed and told jokes. I loved it. We all did.”

Park’s face exudes happiness as he describes his day. The summer sun has 

bleached his hair almost blond; some of it is matted with sweat. The white towel 

around his bare shoulders glows against his deep cinnamon skin. His eyes shine 

from within. I want Park’s perfect happiness to last forever, for this moment to 

never end. I reach up and touch his lips with my fingertips. He turns to me, smiling.

“STRAWBERRY ICE CREAM IN THE BACK YARD,” Clare yells 

down the stairs.
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“Couple minutes, Mom.”

Park slides closer on the bench and wraps his arms around me. The embrace 

is long and sweet, skin to skin, muscle to muscle, heat to heat. His breathing 

synchronizes with mine, sweat commingles on our flesh, aromas merge in our 

nostrils.

“Wet and dry,” Park whispers. I whisper it back.

“Strawberry ice cream in the back yard,” Park whispers.

“Copy.”

It’s early twilight. Clare and Sean lounge in Adirondack chairs. Vilma and 

her friend Tammy Gillis are at the picnic table, where two bowls of ice cream 

await us.

“Dig in, boys,” Clare says. “How long before your birthday, Jim?”

“A week from tomorrow.”

“Are you excited?”

“I am. Extra excited because Mom’s got me on tenterhooks with a surprise 

birthday gift that she keeps mentioning. I try to guess what it is, but she’s sly. 

No hints or clues.”

“What are tender hooks?” asks Vilma.

“Tenterhooks,” Park and me say in unison.

“It means being kept in suspense about something,” I say. “I try to coerce 

tidbits of information from her about the mysterious gift, but she’s way ahead 

of me, of course. Everything she tells me is likely a red herring.”

“Do you think it’s a car?” asks Park.

“Probably not. I’ve never asked for a car, and frankly, I don’t need one. 

Not a car.”

“Knowing your folks, it’ll be something completely unexpected but 

wonderful,” says Clare.

Sean says, “Park, I got a call from Simon Scarrow. They’re pouring the 

last foundations tomorrow, so we can start back to work on Saturday. We’ll 

leave here Friday afternoon.”

“One more day together,” Park says, looking at me.

“I’m at the LLP all day. Let’s meet after supper.”
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“We’ll go to Brandon and do some shopping tomorrow, then,” says Sean. 

“Back by suppertime.”

The next afternoon the Codville truck backs up to the LLP stock door and 

I unload 127 boxes of canned goods by myself. The temperature is over 90 

degrees and my shirt is soaked well before I’m done. Monty lets me go home 

an hour early so I can “freshen up,” as he calls it.

I can vaguely hear Mom talking on the phone as I lounge in the bathtub, 

washing away the day’s sweat and the dull ache in my shoulders. Just as I start 

to doze off I’m startled awake by a big splash in the tub.

“Hi, Jim.” It’s Dirk.

“You startled me, Dirk.”

“Just to get your attention. I want you to do something for me, Jim, a final 

request. Because this will be the last time we talk.”

“What can I do?”

“My dad has the cancer and will only live a few more weeks. I’d like you to 

pass along a message to him from me. Please tell him that, in spite of everything, 

I love him. That’s it.”

“Why don’t you tell him yourself, Dirk?”

“Because I’m dead and you’re not,” Dirk says after a short pause.

“I don’t understand.”

“Spirits adore you because you’re a good man and an honest believer, Jim. 

You’re connected to more than just your flesh and blood world and the hard 

edges and finalities that inhabit it. You can step past that and hear a dead boy 

talk, just as an immediate example. When you talk about spirits, other people 

believe you. My dad will believe you. Will you tell him for me?”

“Okay, Dirk. I’ll tell him. Do you have a message for your sister?”

“She’s not my sister; she’s Mom’s sister. Ezabelle is my aunt. You can tell 

her to break a leg, that show business thing, if you see her. But don’t go out of 

your way.”
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“Can I ask you a question?”

“Sheesh, Jim, sure you can.”

“Are you sad that you died so young?”

“I didn’t die young. I died exactly when I was supposed to die, like everybody 

does, like you will, but that’s not for a long time, Jim.”

“Oh, so I get to be an old man?”

“You do. Anything else?”

“What did Tony do that he went to jail for ten years?”

“He set fire to an orphanage in Alberta. Nobody died. It was arson he was 

put away for.”

“That is one big loose end you’ve tied up for me, Dirk. Thank you.”

“Sheesh, Jim. Thank you for being my friend, for looking out for me and 

for never giving up. Thank Park, too. Tonight you guys play the jukebox for 

me at Burgen’s: A8. Goodbye, Jim.”

“A8. Got it. Goodbye, Dirk.”

There’s a rap on the bathroom door. “Who are you talking to?” asks Mom.

“Just to myself, Mom.”

“Okay, then.” Her tone says this isn’t over.

That evening I tell Park about my conversation with Dirk. He borrows 

the car and we head out to Burgen’s. A large trucker wearing a big-brimmed 

cowboy hat stands over the Seeburg deciding on his songs when we arrive. 

Crazy by Patsy Cline is playing.

“A8, A8.” We see the title of the song. Both Park and I start to laugh. 

“Perfect!”

I slip a dime into the slot and press A8. Ollie and Mojo Ruggard are in a 

booth eating hamburgers and French fries and we join them.

“How did you two escape the Parchman Farm at the same time?” I ask.

“The folks went to a wedding in Gimli this weekend, so we’re minding 

the farm, as you can see,” Ollie says.

Patsy ends; I’ve Been Everywhere by Hank Snow plays.

“I’m meeting someone here,” Mojo says.

“Which girl tonight, Mojo?”
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He blushes a little, but doesn’t answer. We update the Ruggards on our 

summer jobs and chatter about music. Buck Owens and Roger Miller play 

on the box. Mojo tells me what 45s he got today at Peel’s. We wonder at the 

Buckley fire. I tell them about Dirk talking to me when I was in the bathtub 

and what song he said to play. I have them as fascinated as Park. Mojo keeps 

watching the café door. Finally A8 starts to play.

The four of us sit in silence listening to the modest instrumentation and 

the spooky lyrics.

“That’s the flip of The Last Time, yeah?” asks Mojo.

“Yeah. Play With Fire, Rolling Stones,” I say.

“It’s a cosmic joke,” says Park. “Thank you, Dirk. Good one.”

“Dirk loved fire and always wanted to build a fire. Remember, that’s how 

he got the scar at the biffy burning,” I say.

“Didn’t you say Dirk told you this would be his last time talking to you?” 

asks Park. “His last time, The Last Time.”

We all laugh nervously at the sudden spookiness of it.

“I’m missing something here,” says Ollie, confused. “So Dirk is back and 

he told you to play this song and that this was the last time you would see 

him? Is he running away again?”

It dawns on me how few people in Langwood know Dirk’s fate. I’m about 

to tell them, but stop when Park furrows his brow at me. I think fast.

“Did I neglect to mention he talked to me in a dream last night? I guess I 

did. It’s still pretty spooky, even for a dream, eh?”

Ollie is suspicious. “Has anybody heard from Dirk, other than in Jim’s 

dreams?”

“Not that I know of,” I say. Park shakes his head.

The café door opens and Pam and Ella from Benderglen walk in, flipping 

their long hair.

“Excuse me, Jim,” Mojo says. “My rides have arrived.” I let him out and 

he embraces both of the girls at once. They giggle and fondle his body. One 

girl on each arm, he strolls to the door, looks back and gives us a wink.

“I know those girls,” I say.
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“Do you know them like Mojo knows them?” Park says.

“So, Ollie, if your big brother is getting more tail than a toilet seat, how 

come you’re not working in tandem with him? Isn’t your cock the same size 

as Mojo’s?” I ask.

“I wish. I’m average like you guys.” We all nod thoughtfully. “Mojo said to 

meet him back here in an hour and a half. Want to do something meantime?” 

Ollie asks.

Park leans in. “I brought a joint. Wanna get high?” I nod. Ollie isn’t quite 

sure.

“I don’t know. Some girl gave Mojo one of those. We smoked it in the barn 

and laughed ourselves silly. I’m in if it does that again.”

“How about going to the cemetery?” I suggest.

“I think that’s where Mojo and his girls are.”

“Okay, the Line Road?” We all nod.

We churn up a plume of dust that hangs in the still evening air. The lake 

perfectly reflects the sky dotted with tiny clouds.

“Since I can’t be here on your birthday, Jim, this will be your present for 

now,” says Park, lighting the hefty joint and taking a short drag. We pass it 

around a few times and realize we’re high enough.

“Amazing present, Park.”

Ollie throws a stone into the lake, shattering the mirror into hypnotic rings 

that eventually lap at our bare feet. We watch the rings approach in awe, our 

smiles turning to laughter. The rushes are alive with blackbirds imitating squeaky 

hinges, the western sky is pulsing through the rainbow very slowly and the still 

evening air turns the whine of a big semi out on Highway 4 into a pleasant hum.

“Three smears of butter sitting by a lake, seeing how many tokes they each 

can take. One takes three, one takes four, the other takes five and the joint is 

no more.” I take a quick bow.

“That’s exactly what I feel like, a smear of butter sitting by a lake,” says 

Ollie. He starts to laugh and keels over, holding his belly. He rolls around on 

the grassy bank, infecting Park and me. Soon we’re all overwhelmed with joy, 

tears streaming down our faces.
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“We’re Langwood’s own butter boys, buttery, creamy and smooth; 

handsome, horny and hung,” Park adds.

In town, a train whistles at the government road. I think of Dirk and Train 

Wreck.

Ollie sits up and stares at us. “There’s something you’re not telling me 

about Dirk. What do you guys know?”

Park defers to me with a gesture. “The last couple of days the gossip mill in 

Langwood has been saying that Dirk never ran away but went to the Buckley 

farm and died there somehow. There’s been all sorts of wild rumours since the 

fire. I don’t know what’s true any more.”

“Oh. We don’t get much gossip out on the farm,” says Ollie. “I thought 

Buckley was a harmless old eccentric. You guys think Dirk died at his farm?”

“It’s possible. Buckley had a very weird reputation,” I say. Park shrugs.

“What time is it?” Ollie asks. None of us are wearing a watch. Ollie goes 

and checks the clock in the car and hollers to us that we have to go.

“Dad was saying Buckley’s sister is about to put the land up for sale and 

there’ll be a scramble of buyers. There’s 480 acres plus the farmyard,” Ollie says.

“They should just plough the farmyard under, turn it into cropland,” Park 

says. “It’s a dreadful place.”

“You sound like you’ve been there recently.”

“Had to see.” I nod in agreement.

“You guys. Be careful. Curiosity killed the cat,” says Ollie. Park and me 

exchange small grins.

At Burgen’s, Mojo’s sitting alone at the counter sucking on a root beer 

float. All nine members of the Crosscut Blues baseball team and their coach 

are taking up two booths and keeping the Bustion twins hopping. The Blues 

won, so they’re rather noisy. The jukebox is playing Glad All Over by the 

Dave Clark Five.

As soon as we sit down Mojo says, “You guys are high.”

“Excellent deduction, Holmes,” says Park. “And you’ve been fucking 

two girls in a car.”

“They just left. Two girls, twice each, is how many fucks? They couldn’t 
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get enough of me. Luckily there’s plenty to go around.” Mojo takes a long 

draw of his float. “Got any weed left?” He looks from face to face. Park nods.

In the parking Park gives the Ruggards the rest of the joint we smoked. 

“Enjoy it, boys,” says Park.

The Ruggards are very grateful.

Park pulls into our driveway and parks.

“I don’t know when I’ll get home again,” Park says. “When we get going 

on the last ten cabins, Dad wants to finish them all as fast as he can. He has 

other summer jobs to do. So, have a Happy Birthday, Jim. You’ll be in my 

thoughts that day, just like you are every day.”

Park grips my bicep and I his, a rather discreet handshake we’ve developed. 

Eye to eye now, he says, “I love you, Jim.”

“I love you too, Park. Be careful out there. Build well.” I really don’t want to 

get out of the car. I don’t want to leave my friend. I feel sick, so I quickly get out, 

wave, rap on the hood and go inside. My nausea vanishes. What was that all about?

The evening before my birthday, Carol meets me at JimJim’s so she can buy me 

a birthday Coke. I arrive early and JimJim rushes to plug in the jukebox. Unless 

a kid is in his restaurant he keeps the box unplugged, to save electricity, I guess. 

It’s not one of Percy’s; it’s a poor box with out-of-date records and I always 

ignore it. Bill Stabalski is sitting alone in the far booth. I barely recognize him.

Once robust, muscular and broad, Bill is a shrivelled man. His shirt hangs 

on a thin frame, his eyes are sunken into his skull, his hands are wizened and 

his hair is patchy and yellowish. The cancer is eating him up. He notices me 

and weakly motions me toward him.

“Hello, Crawford.” His voice is bubbly with phlegm.

“Hi, Mister Stabalski. Can I sit?” He nods. “I’m sorry you got the cancer.”

“There are worse ways to die.”

I try to make eye contact with him, but he stares at the table. When he 

looks up, his eyes are muddy, hopeless.
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“I have a message from Dirk, Mister Stabalski.”

I see a flicker of hope cross his face and fade.

“He’s dead and you know that. This is a special message from him to you. 

Dirk says, in spite of everything that happened, he loves you.”

Bill’s hand goes to his mouth and tears well in his lonely eyes. In a minute 

his grizzled beard is wet with thick tears that drip off his chin onto his shirt. 

He weeps in silence, his eyes bright, his mouth an arc of despair. Staring at me, 

he nods his head slightly. He speaks in a raspy whisper.

“Thank you, Jim, for delivering Dirk’s message. I can die a happy man 

now thanks to you.”

“I’m just the messenger. Thank Dirk when you see him. I have a question. 

Did Roy Buckley ever officially adopt Tony as his son?”

Bill’s surprise turns to a scowl. “Why you wanna know that?”

“I’m curious, is all.”

“He never did adopt Tony, far’s I know.”

“Why did Dirk call him Uncle Tony?”

“I don’t know why you wanna know all this, but I’ll tell you anyhow. Roy 

kind of raised both Tony and me at the same time, like brothers. Neither of 

us had much of a home life or proper upbringing. I had no mother and a bad 

father and Tony had no mother or father, so Roy became our father figure.”

“Roy was a pervert who liked to rape boys. Did he rape you and Tony?”

A snarl of contempt crosses Bill’s lips. I raise my eyebrows to encourage 

a response. Bill looks down at the table in shame. “Yes.”

“But you grew up, got bigger and stronger than Roy and moved out, got 

married and had a family. How did Roy respond when you left?”

“It made him mad and he took it out on Tony. Roy called Tony his farmhand, 

but he was his slave, no two ways about it. Tony was just fourteen when he 

came to the farm. Roy worked him for ten hours a day doing the farm work. 

Roy even chained him to the steering wheel of the tractor he drove. Then in 

the evening he’d strip the boy, hang him in the barn and torture and fuck him 

for a couple of hours. The naked boy spent his nights chained up in a stall. In 

the morning he got his clothes back and it started all over again.”
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“Which drove Tony insane and willing to do Roy’s bidding. What did 

Tony do that he went to jail for ten years?”

Bill’s annoyed at my thoroughness. “Jesus, Crawford, who you been 

talking to?”

“I just listen. What crime did Tony commit?”

“He was a firebug. Got caught.”

“You knew Dirk didn’t run away, that he went to the farm, didn’t you? 

You knew he was kept in a cage, what they did to him and that he was dead?”

“I did. I knew all that, but I couldn’t do anything about it. Tony kept me 

drunk and sick. He gave me pills for gout, he said. I think I caught the cancer 

from his pills.”

“They got their revenge by killing both you and Dirk. Did you know they 

kept Dirk’s nuts in a jar?”

Bill replicates Mom’s You’re amazing look, but with utter disgust. “How in 

hell do you know about that? Oh, wait. I know. You’re the youthful associate 

Beryl said helped with recovering Dirk’s remains?”

“And his bike and his bracelet. That would be me.”

“You did all that for Dirk? It was you, you brought my boy’s…” His 

thought trails off into silence.

“I did it for you, too, Mister Stabalski, so you could have some order back.”

The café door opens and Carol walks in looking tanned and scrumptious.

“I’m meeting Carol. Good to see you.” I stand and shake his hand, which 

crumples in mine. Pain covers his face.

“Thank you, Jim Crawford. You’re a good man.”

I smile at him. “Play the jukebox, Bill.”

Carol orders two Cokes and greets me with a big hug. We take the booth 

next to the jukebox. She’s bubbly and excited.

“I’m sorry I can’t be with you on your birthday. CC and I are going to, 

what we call, the Cousins’ Club. We have over a dozen cousins nearby and 

every year we get together at Clear Lake for a day or two of fun and catching 

up. We’re leaving in the morning, so a Coke, a walk home and a goodnight kiss 

will be my presents.” Carol shines her brown eyes on me. “Oh, and a card.” 
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She passes a blue envelope with “J.C.” in scrolly letters across the table.

“The perfect gift. Thank you, Carol.” Inside the card she’s written: My 

dearest Jim. There’ll never be another you. My heart, my love, Carol. At the 

bottom it says: Glad none of your special parts are in a jar.

As I’m reading the card, Bill Stabalski shambles past us, stops at the jukebox 

and drops in a dime. Devil Woman by Marty Robbins starts to play. Bill winks 

at me and leaves.

I chuckle at the card and at Bill’s song choice. “That makes two of us. I 

love you, too, Carol.”

“I know. Was that Dirk’s dad? He looks like death warmed over.”

JimJim brings the Cokes.

“He’s only got a few weeks to live. The cancer. It’s eating him up. Dirk 

wanted me to tell him he still loved him despite it all. Bill did answer a bunch 

of questions for me.”

“Like what?”

“Like who Tony really was, why Dirk called him Uncle Tony…”

“I don’t want to know, after all. Let’s change the subject.”

“Okay. Will Mike be at the Cousins’ Club?”

“Maybe. You never know with him.”

“I have a confession about Mike.”

“You two know each other. He came to Texaco. He told me. He likes you. 

He thinks you’re a rebel, too.”

“What do you think? Am I a rebel?”

“If being really smart, intuitive, handsome, creative, compassionate and 

great in the sack makes you a rebel, the answer is a resounding YES.”

Devil Woman ends and the jukebox goes quiet.

“I’m great in the sack?”

“You’re a natural, big boy.” Her brown eyes are turning me into soft 

chocolate. “Just don’t start piercing parts of your perfect body, please. That’s 

gruesome and gross.”

“Unless it’s on Mike.”

Carol gives me a nose wrinkle and raised eyebrow. “Yeah, you got me. 
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Unless it’s on Mike.”

“Then it’s what when it’s on Mike?”

“Then it’s…” She goes wistful and puts the straw in her mouth, slowly 

pulling a dark line of Coke upward. I realize she’s slept with Mike.

“You fucked Mike,” I say softly, holding her eyes with mine. “Will you 

fuck him at Clear Lake?”

Carol seems filled with shame as she averts her eyes toward the Arborite 

table and runs her finger in the wet circle her Coke has left. She looks up at me, 

smiles and takes my hand in hers. “Jim, I’m going to reply to your question by 

quoting one of the truly great songbirds of our era who defines a new woman 

like me: You don’t own me.”

“Leslie Gore. Carol, I don’t want to own you. I want to be your friend, 

and sometimes your lover. I want us both to be happy, to be who we need to 

be, do what we need to do and to have sex with others, to learn and grow.”

Carol is smiling with amazing love. “The way of the world is turning, Jim; 

everything is changing for the good. The future is ours, and the future needs 

rebels, smart rebels like you, and Mike, and the others, whoever they are. Let’s 

get out of here.”

As we pass the café window I see JimJim scurrying to unplug the jukebox. 

The evening has cooled beautifully; the western sky is pale mauve and misty 

blue. Hand in hand we stroll toward the lake.

“I need to tell you the results of a deduction I’ve made,” I say.

“Yes, you are better in bed than Mike.”

“If it was anyone else but Carol Caldwell saying that, I’d be surprised. 

Instead I’ll just say, thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Keep it up, so to speak. Let’s not talk.”

We stop in front of Shepherd’s Blacksmith Shop and Carol wraps her 

arms around me. We enjoy a long, sensual kiss. Randy Clowd drives by in his 

half-ton, slows and honks his horn, sneering and shaking his finger at us. We 

both smile and wave then resume our embrace, getting the last laugh, we hope.

I walk Carol to her door. “Have you been able to figure out who CC’s 

mystery woman is yet?”
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“He’s very sly and careful, so the answer is no, but I’m on the case.”

CC is standing in the big picture window. I beckon to him. “Have a great 

time at Clear Lake. Say hi to Mike for me.”

“Happy Birthday, Jim. Love you.”

“Love you, too.” She disappears inside the house as CC comes out.

“Happy Premature Birthday, Jim.”

“Thanks, CC. Have a good time at the Cousins’ Club.”

CC gives me a thumbs-up and a wink.

My 16th birthday arrives complete with several wild, fast-moving thunderstorms, 

apparently not unlike the day I was born. After lunch Dad and I go to the municipal 

office to get my driver’s license. Theola Stone greets us.

“The Crawford men have arrived. Always a pleasure to see you both. 

You’ve become a strapping lad, Jim, and you look more and more like your 

dad all the time.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Stone. I turned sixteen today, so I’m here to get my driver’s 

license.”

“They grow up so fast, eh, John?”

“About fast enough, I’d say.”

“Does he know how to drive, John?”

“Taught him myself.”

She gives me a form to fill out and I put three dollar bills on the counter. 

A few minutes later we’re leaving the office, spiffy new license in hand. Dad 

wants me to drive him to the yard then take the car home.

“Mom might need some errands this afternoon, so you drive her. Pick me 

up about five o’clock at the yard,” he says. “I’m putting a lot of trust in you 

today, Jim.”

“I know. Thanks, Dad. I’ll do my best.”

“You always do, son.” Dad hugs me and tousles my hair, putting his prickly 

cheek on my face.
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When I pull into the driveway Mom is standing by the back door. She is 

smiling and crying at the same time.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“My little boy is driving! You’re more and more of a man every day.” She 

hugs me long and strong.

“If you have any errands today, I’d be happy to drive you, Mom.”

“I thought I’d take you out to Burgen’s for a root beer float, my treat. I’ll 

give you your special present there.”

“At Burgen’s? I’m game. What time do you want to go?”

“How about 3:30?”

“Great.”

Mom’s just back from a quick visit to the Hansons at 3:30.

“Hazel said to wish you a Happy Birthday and to give you a big wet kiss.” 

Mom slobbers up her lips and kisses me wetly on both cheeks. Laughing, she 

hands me a tea towel. “Hazel’s baking something special for you for Yahtzee 

night. Ready to go?”

“I’m keen to get my special present.”

We pull into the parking lot at Burgen’s.

“You’re a very good driver, Jim, like your father.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

In Burgen’s the jukebox is playing Seventh Son by Johnny Rivers. Three 

very cute teenage girls with long straight blonde hair occupy one booth, 

strangers. They giggle. Maryann is delivering a tray of burgers to the Barleycorn 

Auctioneers, four local men wearing cowboy outfits, all hat, no cattle. Mom 

greets them with a smile and a wave. Old codgers Gannon Brooks and Wister 

Rheam hover over their mugs like impatient vultures, whispering and gossiping 

to each other. Mom says they’re both stone deaf and can’t hear a word each 

other or anybody says.

Seated alone at the counter, hunkered over a coffee and strawberry pie 

à la Mode, is Randy Clowd in his Sal’s Septic Service uniform, keeping his 

weaselly little eyes peeled on everybody. Mom glances at Clowd, but doesn’t 

acknowledge him.
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We take the last booth by the kitchen, behind the codgers.

“Happy Birthday, Jim,” says Maryann. “It’s today, right?”

“Sixteen today. Thanks, Maryann. I got my license.”

“Hi, Mrs. Crawford. You look like a proud mother.”

“Maryann, you can call me Mary, please. I’m very proud of my boy 

today and every day. You look nice, Maryann.” Maryann blushes a little. 

“What do you want, Jim? My treat.”

The jukebox starts playing Satisfaction. “I’ll have a Wynola float, please.”

Maryann looks forlorn. “I hate to be the one to tell you on your birthday, 

but nobody makes Wynola any more, Jim. It’s gone, finished.”

“No more Wynola. Huh. Okay, make it a root beer float with chocolate 

ice cream.”

“Excellent choice, sir. And what would you like, Mary?”

“I’ll have a bottle of 7Up and an empty coffee mug with two ice cubes in 

it. Anything else, Jim?” I shake my head.

I look around the Coffee Stop. “Is my special gift here?” I ask Mom. She 

chuckles.

“It’s everywhere, Jim, everywhere.” She waves her arms to encompass the 

whole room. I know she’s having fun with me. The Rolling Stones song ends 

and the Seeburg goes quiet.

One of the blonde girls goes to the jukebox, slips in a dime and California 

Girls by the Beach Boys plays. It has a fantastic opening, one of the best ever. 

The Beach Boys are starting to grow on me. The other two girls get up and 

start dancing by the jukebox. They are all wearing straight little dresses that 

are very short. Their legs are tanned and gorgeous.

Illuminated by a huge shaft of light coming through the window, the girls 

look like slow-motion angels, dancing between the sunbeams, their hair swaying 

among the rays. Mom turns to see what I’m watching, becomes fascinated by 

their dance.

“Beautiful angels,” she says. She watches me watch them until the song 

ends. The girls play the song again and keep dancing.

Randy Clowd is watching the girls, too, his lips curled with scorn.
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Maryann brings our drinks. “Since it’s such an important day in the life 

of a great guy – that would be you, Jim – Elsie and me want to treat you to a 

piece of pie on us. You, too, Mary. We just ran out of strawberry, so it’s lemon 

meringue, raisin, coconut cream, apple, blueberry or peach.”

“Thanks, Maryann. I’ll have raisin.”

“I’ll have apple,” says Mom.

“Both à la Mode?”

“Sure, why not?” Mom says.

I watch the girls dance in the sunlight. When the song ends they pay their 

bill and leave. The last one out the door looks back and throws me a kiss. I 

smile at her.

Randy Clowd strides to our table and stands over us, glowering.

He speaks in a low voice. “Mary Crawford, every Jezebel is after your son. 

I saw him kissing and fondling that Caldwell harlot yesterday. They were doing 

it in the street, before the eyes of everyone, like heathens, like animals. He has 

no morals or self-control. I suggest you rein him in before he gets somebody 

into real trouble.”

Without speaking but her face full of rage, Mom slides out of the booth 

and stands face to face with Clowd. They are about the same height. In a voice 

loud enough for everyone to hear, Mom says, “Mister Clowd, you will address 

me as Mrs. Crawford if you must address me at all, you wretched little man, 

you self-righteous little twerp.”

Every eye in the room is on Mom and Clowd. Even the Seeburg is listening. 

Clowd is becoming increasingly nervous and looks for a way out, but Mom 

has him backed into the “U” of the counter.

“Listen to me, Clowd. I don’t care what you think about my son or his 

friends, or about anything at all for that matter. Your extreme views have made 

you crazy, sick in the head. Most people in Langwood would agree with that.”

Mom looks over at the auctioneers, who nod. Clowd is sweating profusely 

now.

“Also, you’re a pain in the ass of the town.” Mom again looks for agreement 

and finds it under all four cowboy hats. She’s on a roll.
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“You’re a square peg in a round hole who isn’t even trying to fit in or get 

along with people. Nobody likes you. You have no friends. I don’t even know 

why Sal keeps you on. I should call Sal and ask him myself. Remind me to do 

that when we get home, Jim.”

“Will do, Mom.”

Mom’s grin and cold stare hold Clowd in place, his eyes huge with fear.

“In conclusion, I have a suggestion for you, Clowd. Keep your crappy 

religious views to yourself. Nobody cares what you think. Got it?”

She expects a reply and leans toward Clowd to get it. He nods quickly.

“Good. Now get out of my sight.” Mom sits down in the booth. From the 

kitchen we hear hands clapping. Then the auctioneers start clapping. I join in. 

Even the codgers applaud, though neither are sure why.

“Way to go, Mary!” Maryann shouts. Mom stands and bows, enjoying 

her moment.

Meanwhile, Clowd is half-crouched at the till, waiting to pay. He’s shaking 

and his beady little eyes are twitching from side to side. From behind, Jack 

Burgen’s big hand lands on his shoulder, startling him.

“Randall, what have you done to merit such applause today in my 

establishment?”

“He tried to Bible-thump Mary Crawford,” one of the auctioneers says.

“I see. So they’re applauding Mary Crawford, not you, is that right, Randall?”

Clowd nods and sweats. Jack looks at Mom and smiles. His grip tightens 

on Clowd’s shoulder. “Did you apologize to Mrs. Crawford for your behaviour 

in my establishment?”

“No.”

“NO?!” Jack bellows. “NO?” Clowd quivers.

Jack says, “Well, why don’t you do it now, nice and loud so everybody 

can hear you. Now!” Jack shakes Clowd.

“I’m…sorry, Mrs. Crawford, for…being rude to you and…I’m sorry to 

Jim as well.”

“Will it ever happen again?” Jack asks him.

“It’ll never happen again,” Clowd stammers.
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Jack takes the two dollars Clowd’s holding and starts to move him toward 

the door. “One more thing, folks. I am officially banning Randall Clowd from 

my gas station and my restaurant.” Hearty applause from all.

“I’ve been meaning to talk to Hugh Lindal about our current firefighting 

abilities. I think we need a review.”

In a small voice Clowd says, “Please, no, Mister Burgen, please.”

Jack opens the door to the Coffee Stop. “You, Randall Clowd, are persona 

non grata. You are banished. Begone.”

He pushes Clowd out the door, closes it quickly, does a happy dusting-of-

hands motion and glances at the Seeburg. Broken Hearted Melody by Sarah 

Vaughan begins to play. Jack takes Mom in his arms, whispers “I’ll lead,” and 

dances her around the room, to the delight of everyone, including Mom.

As I watch them waltz together – they are both very good dancers – I wonder 

how Jack gets the song to play without touching the jukebox. I’ll have to ask Percy.

When the song ends, Jack sweeps up Mom, embraces her and delivers her to 

her seat. “Always a pleasure to dance with Mary Crawford,” he says, bowing.

“Likewise, Jack. Thanks.” Mom is flushed. “Whew! That got my juices 

jumpin’.” She sips from the coffee mug.

Jack acknowledges the codgers by scratching each of them under their hairy 

chins. They look up at him, glassy-eyed like old happy dogs. Jack pauses to 

shake the auctioneers’ hands, calling each of them by name. They all express 

agreement with his decision about Clowd, cowboy hat brims nodding all 

around. Jack disappears back into the garage.

“What Jack Burgen wants, Jack Burgen gets,” I say quietly to Mom.

“Usually, but not always.” She grins. “We did something good today, Jim, 

on your 16th birthday. It’s memorable already.”

Maryann brings the pie. “You’re a great dancer, Mary.”

“Oh, I’ve often danced with your dad at soirées in Langwood. He can cut 

a rug for sure.”

“Enjoy the pie, folks.”

As we eat, the dull clang of the bell hose through the wall from the garage 

fills in the lonesome spaces the Seeburg usually occupies. Strangers and locals 
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come and go for smokes, cold drinks, coffee, everything Burgen’s has. Maryann 

refills the codgers’ cups. The pie is excellent.

“Ready for your gift?”

“For about a week now.”

“I’m going to tell you about something that happened before you were 

born. Dad and I pillow-talked this and decided it would be a good idea for 

you to know this now.” A long, pregnant pause.

“Wow! What can this be?” I’m enthralled. “Umm…”

“Don’t start guessing. Just listen. Back before you were born, Dad and 

I lived in the village of Monteith, south of Brandon. He was a grain buyer 

there. It was just after the war and we had already started our family. Your 

sister Merrilee was born in September of 1947. She was a happy, robust baby, 

always smiling and laughing, carefree. We were new parents, green and scared, 

though I did have a good idea of the process, having been one of six daughters 

of a midwife. You know all of this so far, right?”

“I do…so far.”

“This you don’t know. One bright early May morning in 1948, Dad and 

I were sitting on the stoop with Merrilee, enjoying the sun and the smell of 

the apple tree in bloom. A stranger came walking down the street toward our 

house. There weren’t more than a hundred people living in Monteith at the 

time, so we knew a stranger when we saw one.

“He was a friendly sort. Spoke right up and introduced himself as James 

Reid, a writer by trade, he told us.”

Mom pauses and looks deeply into my eyes. They had named me James 

Reid.

“He was older than us. I was 33 and Dad was 30 when Merrilee was born. 

I’d say James Reid was in his early 50s. We invited him in for a cup of coffee. 

Much obliged, he joined us in our little kitchen. John played with Merrilee, I 

made coffee, set out some cookies and we chatted.

“We talked about the weather and the crops. He asked Dad what occupied 

him in the little town. We asked him about his career as a writer, what he wrote 

about, his travels. He had seen some very strange places, experienced some 
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incredible things. I remember he said he was having some heart problems. It 

sounded serious, but he didn’t go into detail.

“All the while he’s talking, I’m thinking how familiar he looks. Where do I 

know this guy from? It became such an intense feeling that I couldn’t take my 

eyes off the man. Dad was bouncing giggly Merrilee on his knee and as James 

bent near to tickle her chin, it struck me. The stranger looked very much like 

Dad. He even sounded a little like Dad.”

“He was a long-lost brother?” I exclaim.

“No. Be quiet and listen. At that moment, the telephone rang. It was our 

neighbour, Winnie Seeback. Merrilee needed changing and was getting moody, so 

James excused himself, thanked us for the coffee and left. No one else in Monteith 

saw him coming or going. He’d been in our house maybe 25 minutes.”

“So…who was he?” My curiosity is dancing from foot to foot.

“He was…” Mom pauses, takes a deep breath and says, “He was…you.” 

She’s watching closely for my reaction. Bewilderment describes it accurately.

“He was me? What do you mean? I’m confused.”

“The resemblance was so great, son. It was you, visiting from the future, 

from after your Dad and I die. I saw Dad in your eyes and lips and on your 

brow and in the way you held your chin in your hands, almost as if you didn’t 

know you were doing it. Dad shares the same mannerism with his own father.”

“What did I look like?” I ask.

“Like an older Dad, less hair, frailer. You were very handsome, I might add. 

Your hair was cut very short, just like Dad’s during the war. Dad let his headful 

grow back after he was discharged, so you two were quite a contrast: Dad’s 

dark bushy hair and your sparse salt-and-pepper buzz cut, both overarching 

a similar face. You weren’t fat and you had a good tan. You wore blue jeans 

and a blue shirt.”

I’m sure she’s pulling my leg. “Good one, Mom! You got me good.”

“Okay. Don’t believe me. Ask Dad when he gets home.”

I recognize her earnest tone. She’s not kidding. “So did Dad recognize me, 

too?” I thought I had her.

“After you left I asked Dad if the stranger had seemed familiar to him. 
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Dad thought for a moment and said he had a strong sense of having met him 

before but couldn’t place where. I waited several days before I offered my 

theory to your father.”

“Uh-oh. He just became ‘your father.’ He didn’t agree with your theory, 

right?”

“Eventually he did. As life’s circumstances began to play out for us, he came 

to realize what had happened. I was certain all along; a mother’s intuition.”

“What did I do while I was there? Did I ask you questions? Did I snoop 

through your drawers?”

She pauses, pensive. “You watched, I guess you could say. You watched 

with a sly pleasure as Dad and Merrilee played together. You enjoyed laughing 

with us in a certain way that only family can. You looked wistfully around 

the kitchen, studying everything that was on the counter as if you were trying 

to imprint every detail for later. You actually apologized for this at one point 

when you thought I’d caught you staring. You said it was part of the writer’s 

life to soak up detail, but I knew something else was up.”

“If you’re so certain it was me, why did I visit you?”

“What are you saying, that you’ll never visit me after you leave?” She’s being 

playful with me. “That I’ll never hear from you again? Not even a phone call?”

“Maybe a phone call,” I say.

“Okay. That would be nice. Why did you come to visit us in Monteith? 

You know, I’ve often wondered about that, son. I never have come up with 

a satisfying answer. Maybe you wanted to meet your sister before it was too 

late. Maybe you were shopping for parents. I can’t be certain, which is part 

of the reason I’m telling you today. Maybe you’ll figure this one out. If not 

now, then in about 35 years, when you’re a writer. I’m so proud of my writer 

son.” She reaches across the table and runs her hand over my cheek. “Happy 

Birthday! How did you like your gift?”

“I…I’m befuddled by it. It’s a mystery story. I…love it!”

“I’m glad. It’s your very own personal mystery that time will decode one 

way or another. Remember it and enjoy it, son.”

“I never expected anything like this, Mom. Thank you.”
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“Expect the unexpected, Jim.”

“Excuse me. I need the washroom.”

When I come back, Maryann is standing at the jukebox. “When are you 

going for the surgery?” I quietly ask.

“Next week. I’ll be away from work for three or four weeks. It’s in Winnipeg, 

but I’ll come home to recuperate before I go back to the doctor.”

“Are you nervous?”

“A little.”

“I hope it goes well for you, Maryann. Good luck. Keep me informed, 

okay?”

“Okay, Jim. I will.”

I’ve made notes about the Buckley events and have all my loose ends ready to 

present at Yahtzee night. I’m nervous about this, but have confidence everything 

will be clear by the end of the evening.

When we arrive at the Hansons’, Jack says, “Don’t expect that we’ll let 

you win just because it’s your birthday, Jim, but Happy Birthday anyway.” 

Jack extends his huge rough hand and we shake.

“Thanks, Mister Hanson.”

Jack gives Mom and Dad a quick eye. Dad nods.

“Since you’re sixteen now, call me and the missus Jack and Hazel, would 

ya, Jim?”

I grin. “Sure, Mister…Jack. Then what do I call this guy?” I point to Wedge.

“Call me Lightning,” says Wedge, and gives me a bear hug. “Happy 

Birthday, Jim. Bumps later.”

“Not on your life.”

“I made those coconut tarts you like for your birthday,” says Hazel, hugging 

me. “There’s some for you to take home.”

“Thank you, Hazel. Actually, I have some stuff I need to talk to everybody 

about, so I thought at the seventh-inning stretch I could take a few minutes and…”
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Everybody is exchanging quick glances, which makes me excited and 

nervous. Jack says, “Why wait ’til then? Spill the beans now, Jim.”

“Okay. Can we sit at the table?”

Everybody gets a drink, ashtrays are set in place and all eyes are on me. I 

look around the table. Dad and Jack have the end seats, Mom and Wedge are 

across from Hazel and me. Dad is next to me. He puts his hand on my arm, 

smiles and nods.

“I think I know what really happened at the Buckley farm, but there are a 

few loose ends I need cleared up and an overall confirmation that I’m right.” 

Everybody nods. “This is important to me.”

“Shoot, Jim,” says Wedge.

I lay out what Wedge said about saving me. I tell them how Park and me 

went to the burned-out farm and Dirk told me what went on before it went up 

in smoke. No one seems surprised by the grisly details of the murders, not even 

Mom and Hazel. In fact, Mom and Dad are almost beaming that I’m able to 

figure this all out. Mom gives me the You’re amazing look several times. I wrap 

it up with my experience at the Order Hall and how Beryl Bryter helped me.

“Well done, Sherlock,” Dad says. Nods of agreement around the table.

“I got it right?” Everyone chuckles at my surprise. “Wedge told me a lie 

about his role in this, didn’t you?” Wedge looks down at the table. “Didn’t 

you?” I insist.

“Yes, I did, Jim. It was a for-now lie, though. I lied about the Mounties 

questioning me. I was already at the farm when you arrived. So was Tony. I was the 

one who grabbed you, put you under and dragged you to the big barn. Tony was 

the one who stripped you. He liked to do that part. I convinced Tony to leave you 

for Roy as his birthday present, which Tony thought was a great idea. Otherwise 

he’d of raped you right then. After that, the events unfolded as I told you. I did 

knock out Roy and Tony and cuff them. Then I rescued you, so to speak.”

“So you took part in the perversion at the farm? How could you do…”

Wedge puts up his hand to stop me. “Jim, all I’m going to say is that I was once 

a boy of your age going to the Buckley farm. That was when Roy was alone there. 

About two years ago things went batshit crazy when Tony got out of prison.”



• 488 •

“Language, Reginald,” says Hazel.

“Sorry, Mom. Anyways, I realized prison had made Tony nuts, benoink, 

as they say north of the tracks. I stopped going to the farm as often. One time 

when I did go there, Roy showed me a boy’s skeleton wrapped in a cowhide. 

He was delighted by it and caressed the bones. That was when I started to plot 

a way to get rid of those two evil fuckers. Sorry, Mom.”

This is all making sense so far. I’m still surprised that everybody knows all 

this, even Hazel and Mom! “My little plan played right into yours, didn’t it?”

“It did, Jim, perfectly. I didn’t know Dirk wound up at the farm until you 

showed me the bracelet in JimJim’s. That was the last straw. Remember the 

two questions? Steeps answered one correctly. Roy’s sister gave you the wrong 

answer – that Roy lived there by himself – and you believed her. That’s when 

I knew I’d have to be at the farm when you got there.”

“You also knew you’d have an opportunity to pay me back for saving 

your life.”

“Icing on the cake. I wanted most of all to get rid of the bad guys while 

saving Jim the Good.”

I grin at Wedge. He always surprises me with what he knows. I think of 

what CC said about him, new ground for the bad seed. “Is that why you went 

to Buckley’s funeral?”

Jack and Hazel are surprised. “Reginald, is that right? Did you go to the 

funeral?” asks Hazel.

“I went. How did you know I was there, Jim?”

“I sat in the back row. You didn’t see me. I left after JimJim brought the 

‘flowers.’”

Now it’s Mom and Dad’s turn to be surprised. “Before you ask,” I say to 

them. “I went because I was curious who else would show. So, Steeps?”

“Steepsy was the third creep that needed dying.” Everyone around the table 

murmurs in agreement. “I knew he’d go out there for Roy’s birthday because 

Tony told him they had a new boy. Dirk’s description of what happened is 

accurate. Steeps found Roy and Tony battered to death, so he was close to 

crazy when I showed up.”
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“It was you who set fire to the place?”

“I did,” says Wedge.

“And it was you who took the stuff to the Order Hall, right?”

“I did,” says Wedge.

“Why did you do that?”

“I wanted those boys to have a proper burial, to have order restored for them 

after the horror they suffered. The same with Queenie. She was a wonderful 

dog when she was alive.”

“Why did you arrange the stuff on the floor the way you did?”

Wedge looks at me with surprise. “You don’t miss much, do you, Jim? 

The arrangement felt right; maybe the Hall had some influence on me. I can’t 

say for sure.”

I think for a minute, but can’t recall any other loose ends that Wedge can 

tie up. I turn to Dad and Jack and look at their large rough hands, imagining 

them wielding baseball bats. Dad’s eyes are sad, Jack’s eyes are confident.

“What about my watch?” I say.

Mom and Dad exchange smiles as Dad reaches into his pants pocket and 

hands me my watch. It’s keeping time and shines like new.

“I had Moe the jeweller clean it up for you,” Dad says.

I stare at my watch, flooded with the implications it arouses.

“So Dirk was right about how Roy and Tony died?” I look back and forth 

from Dad to Jack. The two men exchange stern looks.

“Son, what Jack and I did was the righteous love of fathers expressing itself 

in the world, the pursuit and protection of the good. I hope some day you will 

know what it feels like to love your own son. That’ll be the day when you fully 

understand why we did what we did.”

“The bonus is, there are, with Wedge’s help, three less perverts in the 

world,” says Jack.

I turn to Mom and Hazel. “You both knew about this, did you?”

Mom smiles. “We did, son. Men do what men need to do, Jim, in war and in 

peace. We were in agreement about it, all five of us, which is now all six of us.”

It takes a moment, but I realize the meaning of Mom’s words. “So the 
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only six people in the world who know exactly what happened at the farm are 

sitting around this table.”

“And that’s how it’s going to stay,” says Mom. “Another secret to harbour, 

son. Can you handle it?”

“Actually I’m relieved,” I say. “Knowing for sure is always better than 

thinking maybe maybe maybe. Thank you for…” I look around the table at the 

familiar, kind faces. “Thank you for making sure I got to my 16th birthday.”

Nods and smiles around the table. Mom says, “The next time you want 

to play James Bond, let the home office know, please.” I blush and everybody 

laughs.

One more thing: I tell them what Bill Stabalski told me the previous 

evening about Tony’s horrible life with Buckley, that Bill knew Dirk died at 

the farm, about Tony keeping Bill doped up with pills and Bill thinking he got 

the cancer from the pills.

“That poor man. The only luck he has is bad luck,” says Mom, shaking 

her head.

Then I tell them who Ezabelle really is, which is news to everybody. “Good. 

I finally surprised you for a change.”

“Okay, enough surprises,” says Jack. “The table is set up, the dice are eager, 

let the Yahtzee begin!”

A typical loud Yahtzee night ensues, with no breaks for the birthday boy. 

I don’t even come close to winning a game, but I do get my share of teasing.

“Unlucky in Yahtzee, lucky in love, eh, Jim? I hear you and Carol Caldwell 

are a hot-to-trot item,” says Wedge, grinning widely and making a gesture with 

his hands indicating sex.

“Tsk, tsk, Reginald,” says Mom, scolding. Dad beams.

“We’re good friends,” I say.

“At least,” Wedge mocks.

About 9:25, we break for the seventh-inning stretch, which includes a surprise: 

a chocolate layer cake lit with 16 candles! Everybody sits around the cozy living 

room eating cake, enjoying the company. I feel enclosed in love tonight, surrounded 

by good people but with something new binding us in this love, this life, this game.
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The Number One song on my 16th birthday is still the Rolling Stones’ (I 

Can’t Get No) Satisfaction.

The next day I’m looking forward to my job at the LLP because I get to 

deliver the groceries around town. No amount of ribbing from Monty and 

Blake can take the smile off my face today, nor can miserable old Jessie 

Small, who finds a mouldy lemon in the produce and berates me for it.

“Did you have a happy birthday?” Modeste, the cashier, asks.

“The best.”

At noon I pop into Peel’s Place to see Percy. Percy looks up from The Bystander;

smoke coils around his face. “Jim, Happy Birthday. You made it to sixteen.”

“Thanks, Percy. I was wondering when your next east trip might be?”

Percy grins. “How many days a week are you at the LLP?”

“Four and a half, now that I have my license. Thursday is my day off.”

Percy looks at the calendar. “I’m due to go east…well, next Thursday. How 

convenient. I’ll ring you early next week just to confirm it.”

“That’s great.” My sense memory gets a faint whiff of the incense Mag 

Amy burned. “Any new tunes come in?”

“I’ll have all the latest ones early next week. Heard anything new you like?”

“CKY doesn’t play it much, but James Brown, the soul singer, has a song 

called Papa’s Got a Brand New Bag that I dig. It’s funky.”

“Funky. I’ve never heard that word applied to music before. Funky.”

“How do you use the word?” I ask.

“Something funky is usually mouldy, smelly, gone bad.”

“I would say James Brown is the opposite of that kind of funky. He’s the 

good funky. The new Supremes, Nothing But Heartaches, is Motown at its 

best.” Percy is jotting while I’m talking. “And a new band, the Turtles. A Bob 

Dylan song, It Ain’t Me Babe, in folk-rock style.”

“Thanks, Jim. I’ll confirm with you.”

At lunch Mom and Dad raise the idea that my talking to Dirk (or dead 
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people in general) may not be the best thing for me and they think I should 

go see Doctor Gorsey to talk about it. I haven’t told them about predicting 

Laurel Peel’s death day.

“I’m fine. Beryl really helped me out. I haven’t had that nightmare since we 

talked. I told you she said I’m special. You keep telling me that, too. Quoting 

Beryl exactly, ‘You’re not sick, you’re not crazy, you’re Jim Crawford. You’re 

lucky. Live with it.’ Can you talk to her first, please?”

I look back and forth and they agree. “We will, son. But we’re watching 

to make sure you don’t show signs of stress or…”

“Craziness?”

“Yeah. Craziness,” says Dad. “We love you, son.”

“I know. I love you.” The meal stops as we wallow in the love around 

the table.

In my brief life, the moments that define me in the world and give flight 

to my hope have most often occurred around our kitchen table. The table has 

frequently been the first step for some new agreement or action, where change 

is set in motion and ideas burst into the light of day. Food creates the world 

in many ways at our house.

“Will you do the grocery deliveries today?” Mom asks.

“My first time.”

“Do you know who lives in every house in town?” asks Dad.

“Ninety percent, I think.”

“Just ask Monty if you’re not sure. It’s easy to mix up.”

Deliveries begin at 4:15. I watch the clock all afternoon.

I help the Bendiaks, a family with 15 kids who live north of Oakburn, 

carry almost $117 worth of groceries to their truck. That’s a lot of groceries!

I restock the produce stand with the new shipment from this morning. 

As I set down the box of bananas, a bright green snake about five inches long 

wriggles out of one of the ventilation holes. Monty is nearby, sees the snake 

and ends its life with his boot heel.

“That little guy came a long way to die,” Monty says. The banana box 

reads Product of Ecuador.
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Shirley Miserilou gets into a shouting match with Monty about the price 

of bologna the store advertised.

Finally Monty tells me to pull the delivery car to the alley and load up. The 

1955 Chevy with all but the driver’s seat removed and replaced with a sheet of 

plywood serves as the LLP delivery vehicle. Bonus: it has a radio.

There are 32 paper bags of groceries to be delivered to 18 different households 

in the first run. Customers write their family name on each bag and how many 

bags in total. Some have special instructions like Leave on porch, make sure the 

door is closed please. An F means there are things in the freezer to be added to 

the bags. Simple enough. I check the family names and only have to ask which 

Conrad it is: Mickey or Bernie. I devise a plan on the route I’ll take and load 

the bags in that order.

The day is perfect. With all the windows down, the breeze in my hair, I 

whistle along to Like a Rolling Stone, on its way to Number One as I predicted. 

Carl Tyrone tips me 25 cents because I carry his bags into the kitchen and set 

them on the table. Old Mrs. Crowhain snaps at me because my hair is “messy, 

too messy.” I complete the deliveries in 45 minutes and only screw up one thing. 

I forgot to get the frozen stuff for the Butternoskis. There are nine more bags 

to go in the second run, which leaves at 5:15.

In the meantime, Monty has me run the forgotten frozen items to the 

Butternoskis with instructions to apologize profusely and give them a 

complimentary pound of ground beef. Mrs. Butternoski, who is in the book 

club with Mom, chuckles when I give her the meat and graciously accepts my 

apology.

I load the second run into the car and wait as Stella Stinson finishes her shopping. 

I load her bags and I’m off again. Carol’s mom has three bags for delivery. Carol 

answers the door when I knock. I put their bags on the kitchen counter.

“We just got home,” Carol says and we hug.

“Hey, Jim,” says CC.

“Hi, CC. Not sure Carol wants to know about this, but I have answers to 

two burning questions from the Buckley affair.”

“Yummy. What?”
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I tell CC who Ezabelle really is and why Tony went to prison.

“Fire is the perfect method for Tony’s demise and Ezabelle has been 

playing a role her whole life. Beware of ironic justice,” says CC. “How did 

you find out?”

“Dirk told me.”

“So you knew all along?”

“He told me a few days ago.”

CC looks at Carol, who shrugs. “Dirk still talks to Jim,” she says.

“Dirk wanted me to tell Bill that despite everything, he still loved him. I 

saw Bill at JimJim’s tonight and told him. He cried. He’s dying of the cancer.”

“He looked like a walking ghost,” Carol adds.

“Actually, Dirk won’t be talking to me any more. He told me to play a 

certain song on the jukebox at Burgen’s, A8, then he said goodbye. Park and 

me went to Burgen’s that night. A8 is Play With Fire by the Rolling Stones. 

Dirk always wanted to have a fire. Anyways, I gotta go. I’m keen to hear about 

the Cousins’ Club. Call me tonight, Carol?”

“For sure.”

I’m back at the LLP by 5:45. Clean run this time, nothing missed. Monty 

is impressed. “You did good, Jim. I’m giving you a raise of 25 cents an hour 

now that you have more responsibility.”

I’m surprised. The raise brings my hourly wage to $1.95. “That’s great! 

Thank you, Monty.”

Mom and Dad are impressed with my raise, too.

“Monty is a smart businessman. He knows when he’s got something good. 

Don’t expect less razzing, though,” Dad says. “You’re a big improvement over 

that Salamond kid Monty had doing deliveries before. He’s so dumb he has to 

get naked to count to 21.”

“Oh John,” Mom gulps between snorts. Dad and me share a laugh. I’m 

starting to laugh like him.

Carol calls to say we can’t get together because old friends of her parents 

have popped in and she has to amuse their kid while they’re there.

“How old is the little tyke?” I ask.
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“He’s…um…eighteen.”

“Okay, have fun. Talk tomorrow.”

The LLP is having a big Saturday sale. Both cash registers are going all day and 

I deliver 116 bags of groceries in three runs, getting home about seven o’clock 

exhausted. Mom and Dad are all spruced up to attend the annual Lions Club 

Dinner and Dance at the Prairie Sky.

“There’s leftover mashed potatoes and some Klik you can heat up for your 

supper, Jim,” Mom says.

Dad gives his dancing shoes a quick buff and sidles up next to Mom. “How 

do we look?”

“Good and ready to enjoy a feast and cut a rug all in the name of fun,” I 

say. I hug them both.

“Take a bath, Jim,” Dad says, waving his hand in front of his nose.

I had a Cuban Lunch chocolate bar on my last grocery delivery, so I’m not 

hungry. I run a bath and climb into the frothy water. I think of Dirk talking 

to me and feel relieved it won’t happen again. After my bath I climb into bed 

naked. Mom’s put on fresh sheets; it smells familiar and homey. I drift away 

immediately.

The last ring of the telephone before someone gives up awakens me. I slip 

on my PJ bottoms and sit on the couch. It’s 10:40 and the house is stuffy. I 

open all the windows and the front door. The town is busy tonight, alive with 

cars, music and voices.

Besides the Lions Club dinner, the Angelfords are retiring from farming 

and moving to British Columbia so there’s a come-and-go thing for them at 

the Ukrainian Hall. The Patch has a Jerry Lewis double bill tonight and the 

Clumsy Room has raunchy big-breasted country singer Brandy Hardcob – 

“They don’t call her The Cream Separator for nothing!” the poster exclaims 

– for three shows tonight.

I sit in the dark watching the cars go by, listening to the Saturday night hum. 
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Music comes from three different directions. Feeling lucky and grateful, I 

lie down on the couch, close my eyes and let the little town dissolve me.

“Jim. Jim.” Someone is jabbing me on the chest. “Jim.”

Beryl sits on the coffee table.

“Beryl. Are you really here? Or is this…”

“I’m here. I want to talk about beautiful mistakes.”

“What?” I try to sit up but Beryl pushes me back down.

“Just listen. The mistakes smart men make are double-edged. One side is 

cutting and, if you’re paying attention, educational. The other brings beauty, 

even grace, to your error and eventually your life. You will experience this 

often from now on. Look for both lessons in your mistakes.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You will. Be patient. Something else: The spirits are getting to know 

you, Jim. Most like you, some want to play with you, a few are nasty and 

hate you. You’ll need to figure out the kinds of spirits you are dealing 

with. If you can’t figure that out, call me. Yell or whisper my name and 

I’ll be there. Capiche?”

“Are you really Beryl?”

“I’m the real deal, Jim. I’m the pearl of a girl.”

I reach to touch her face and she is gone. I sit up and look around 

the room. Out the picture window I see Beryl across the street taking 

her twilight stroll about town. She doesn’t even look at our house as she 

passes. I sit on the sofa nursing my confusion.

Beautiful mistakes. Beautiful mistakes. The words keep sifting through 

my mind.
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August 1965

On Tuesday Percy is buying smokes at the LLP and sees me.

“Still up for the east trip on Thursday?” he asks.

“Rarin’ to go.”

“Fourteen boxes of records came today; we have our work cut out for 

us. The Blake is closed for good now, so no Newhooten any more. But I got 

Blorachuk at the Scarriage Hotel to put Blake’s box in his beer parlour. So, see 

you ten o’clock Thursday morning?”

“Roger Wilco. Thanks, Percy.”

Thursday is another perfect blue-sky prairie day as I head to Peel’s Place 

for the trip. Mag Amy occupies my thoughts, my horny, excited thoughts. 

Percy has just started to load the Nomad as I arrive. He’s wearing his fedora, 

a bright-blue Hawaiian shirt with pineapples on it, blue and green chequered 

Bermuda shorts and rubber sandals.

“Are we going to Hawaii? I didn’t bring my trunks.”

“You won’t need ’em,” Percy says, grinning. “Get the boxes.”

I carry out six 45s boxes labelled with Percy’s distinctive handwriting on 

the ends and tops: C & W, Pop, Rock, Top Hits, Polka, Oldies. Five minutes 

later we’re pulling out of Percy’s appliance graveyard and heading toward the 

highway.
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I say, “That was some stuff with the Buckley place, eh?” I’ve been dying 

to see what Percy can tell me about it.

He says, “I’m not sad. It’s not as if we lost three upstanding citizens. They 

were scum and deserved to die. Langwood is now a better place.”

“Geez, Percy. Don’t hold back. Tell me what you really thought of them.” 

I chuckle.

“What would you know about it, Jim? Unless there’s some stuff you’re 

not telling me.”

“I don’t know much. Rumours, is all. Did you know Roy?”

“Although his mother was a good woman and a kindly nurse, the apple fell two 

miles down a bad road from the tree with Roy. Any man who cannot physically 

clean himself to be presentable in the modern world is less than human, approaching 

a state of animalism. He was despicable on every level. His body, his mind and I 

dare say his soul were all born of the unclean, utterly forsaken, unredeemable, or, 

as Bark says, simply, he was hooked up wrong. Buckley was hooked up wrong, 

like an appliance that works backwards, or a radio that only plays static, or a fridge 

that heats things up. I forbade his odourous presence in my store years ago.”

“Did you know his son, Tony?”

“Nobody even knew he was there. I first encountered him at Langwood 

Hospital in the emergency room. That was when Bark, who’d be 18 at the time, 

sprained his ankle jumping out of a tree. As Doc Gault was fixing Bark up, 

Roy half-carried, half-dragged a boy into the waiting room. The boy looked 

about 16 or 17. He was wrapped in a dirty, smelly horse blanket and was going 

in and out of consciousness. His face was bloody. Roy leaned him up against a 

chair and the blanket fell open. The boy was naked, his body covered in welts 

and scabs. It looked like he’d been whipped.”

Percy lights a Plain as we turn east onto the Turkey Trail. “Roy gets some 

water and throws it on the boy’s face, which brings him to, a bit. Roy’s slapping 

him, trying to rouse the boy. He calls him Tony. The boy wasn’t thin and starved; 

he was strong and healthy-looking, except for the lacerations. Then Roy coaxes 

the boy to his feet and takes him out of the room, the horse blanket dragging 

behind him, without seeing Gault. I never saw him again.”
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“Didn’t Tony go to prison for ten years?”

“You’ve been listening well, Jim. I never did find out what Tony did.”

“I won’t miss Steeps,” I say.

“It was a good day for law and order when Steeps was consumed in the 

flames. I see it as a dress rehearsal for the real Hell that he, along with those 

other two worthless clods of shit, now inhabit. Appropriate and thorough.”

“Appropriate and thorough. Everyone seems to agree with that. So we get 

a new town cop. You should apply for the job, Percy.”

“The gun would clash with my outfits. I was thinking Beryl Bryter for 

town cop.” We both burst out laughing. “Can you picture her in the boots, 

the gun and the hat that’s too small?” The image is so funny.

We’re approaching Eaglestone. “How are the Camalskis and the baby?” I ask.

“Percy James Camalski is one year old today.”

“They named him after both of us? That’s so neat. I have a namesake in 

the world.”

“You deserve to have many more.” Percy parks in front of the café. A big 

sign in the window says, Birthday Party 1:00 Free Cake and Coffee. “Free 

cake. That’ll pull ’em in.”

Beaming, Marlena and Dimitri greet us from the front step of the café. 

She’s holding baby Percy.

“Hello, Percy. Hello, Jim.” Dimitri is excited, shaking our hands extra long 

and laughing. “Come see little Percy, come see.”

“Isn’t he the cutest thing,” Percy says, though his eyebrows are arcs of 

surprise. “He’s a living doll, eh, Jim?”

“He’s very…adorable,” I say. Actually he’s the ugliest baby I’ve ever seen.

“I know we’re early for the party and can’t stay, but I brought some new 

polkas and party music for the jukebox,” says Percy. Dimitri is delighted.

“Big party today. We have six birthday cakes. Marlena baked every one for 

the Percy party. Big crowd coming.” Dimitri can hardly contain his excitement 

about the day. Little Percy gurgles and spits.

Percy has ten new songs, including my recent suggestions plus I Like It 

Like That by the Dave Clark Five, Ride Your Pony by Lee Dorsey, You’ve 
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Got Your Troubles by the Fortunes, What’s New Pussycat? by Tom Jones and 

Heart Full of Soul by the Yardbirds, six oldies and eleven new polkas to add, 

which we do in record time. Percy gives Dimitri $52 in cash. “Have a wonderful 

party, enjoy your beautiful child and be happy,” Percy tells the new parents.

“Thank you, Percy and Jim. You be happy, too.”

Marlena brings out two plastic containers with a fork taped to the top of 

each one. “Some cakes for both of you. Happy Birthday to all of us!” Marlena 

hands us the cakes.

“Thank you, Marlena,” Percy and me both say.

As we drive out of the valley toward Stammers Lake I say, “I wish our 

namesake baby wasn’t so ugly.” Percy starts to laugh.

“You noticed that, too. Look at it this way: he can only get better looking.”

When we arrive in Stammers Lake the western sky is blackened with an 

approaching thunderstorm. The clouds are swirling and the wind is revving up.

“It’s gonna be a doozie,” says Percy.

In the Hollyhock Café, Mag Amy comes out from the back room carrying a 

tray of food for a family in a booth. She happily serves the food, gives me a quick 

wink and tells the family that she’s going on a break and Millie will take over.

“Meester Pucee, welcome.”

“Hello, Mag Amy.”

“And Meester Jim. You grow since last time.”

“Hi, Mag Amy.”

“You look more and more like you father,” Mag Amy says.

“Oh!” I can’t hide my surprise. “You know my father?”

“Oh, Jim. Everybody know Johnny Crawford. He bring gas for down 

street. Sometimes come here for cold drink or coffee. Everybody know Johnny. 

He good man, like you, Jim.”

“My dad’s a great guy, all right. How are you?”

“Very happy to see you, Jim.” She nods at Percy.

“He’s sixteen now,” says Percy.

“Jim, come with me.” This time she doesn’t drag me by my belt. We walk 

into the back, up the stairs to the bedroom.
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“You practice on girls, Jim, like I tell?”

“I’ve been practicing.”

“You all man now, Jim. This time, you make love to me, romance me. What 

you want, I do. I yours, all yours.”

I’m taller than Mag Amy by a few inches now and when I embrace her I 

lift her off the floor a little. “Oh, Jim, you strong.”

One of my fantasies is being naked while Mag Amy is fully clothed then 

I slowly strip her. “Take off my shirt,” I whisper to her. She unbuttons the 

blue checked shirt I got for my birthday and pushes it off my shoulders. She 

runs her hands over my shoulders and arms. I flex and she giggles when she 

squeezes my biceps. She presses her face against my chest and takes a slow 

deep breath. I hold her close.

“You smell like tomorrow,” she says.

I don’t understand what that means. Maybe I’ll ask later.

“Take off my jeans,” I tell her. On her knees, she slowly unbuckles my belt 

as she looks into my eyes. She is so beautiful, so exotic. She unzips my jeans 

and pushes them down my legs. She reaches up and runs her little hands down 

my chest over my belly and crotch and down my legs to my feet. I turn and 

she does the same on my back. I turn. “Make me naked,” I tell her.

She pulls off my gotch and her red lips cover my very chubby cock. At 

that moment a loud crack of thunder rattles the building. A shiver goes down 

my spine. Mag Amy smiles.

“You like storm, too?”

I nod and smile back at her. After a few minutes, I lift her and kiss her long 

and passionately. Another crack of thunder. I press her closer to my nakedness. 

More thunder as I lift her and carry her to the bed. She’s remarkably light. I set 

her on the centre of the bed and kneel next to her. Her black hair creates a delicate 

filigree on the white pillow. I unbutton her blouse. As I put my lips on her nipple, 

the loudest burst of thunder yet shakes the bed and rain starts to pound down. 

I slip off her skirt and run my hand over her white-pantied crotch, pausing on 

her clitoris. She moans and smiles.

“You been learning, Jim.”
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In a minute we are both naked. As the storm rages and flashes of lightning 

eerily illuminate the room, we make mad, passionate love. In the middle of it 

all I think of Carol, and I’m grateful for her teaching me what a clitoris does. 

Immediately Mag Amy knows I’m distracted and pulls me down on her, 

French-kissing me and clawing my back. Her nails are sharp and I give a small 

yelp of pain, which makes her chuckle. I chuckle too and realize how fucking 

happy I am right now. I sail on that bliss as long as I can, bringing Mag Amy 

with me. Our orgasms are timed perfectly with thunder cracks.

With rain drumming on the roof, we lie panting and sweating in the 

afterglow. She turns toward me and rubs the tips of her fingers on my lips.

“Jim, you very good. You natural man.”

“Thanks, but why do you say that?”

“You not just fuck for yourself, you fuck for me, too. You care what 

makes woman feel happy, the same happy you have. Natural man. What else 

you want, Jim?”

“I’ve fantasized about what it would feel like for you to brush your long 

beautiful hair up and down my naked body.”

“Close eyes.” Starting at my feet and accompanied by a bed-shaking roar of 

thunder, I feel the million strands of Mag Amy’s hair tickle my toes, slowly move 

up my legs, send a shiver through me as they brush my crotch leaving behind a 

tingling sensation, slide over my chest and slowly cover and uncover my face. 

Her hair smells like exotic flowers. She sweeps it in the opposite direction and I 

squirm in pleasure. After a few more times, she tells me to roll over. The B-side 

is just as good. I create a strong and thorough sense-memory of the feeling and 

the pleasure it gives. The whole experience is even better than I fantasized.

There is a loud rap on the door and a male voice says a few words in another 

language. Mag Amy doesn’t seem too concerned. The storm is abating, thunder 

becoming distant.

I roll over onto my back. “Should we go?”

She lays her head on my belly; her hair covers my crotch and my chest. I 

touch her forehead and run my hand over her lips. I watch her head rise and 

fall on my breath and realize our breathing is in sync.



• 503 •

“Comfort and joy,” I say. The rain has stopped and the thunder rolls in 

the distance.

“Percy waiting,” Mag Amy says. “I don’t want to give you back to him. I 

want to keep you under my bed so I can treat myself to you every day. Okay?” 

She laughs.

“Okay with me.” We’re still chuckling as we get dressed. Before we leave 

the bedroom, I embrace and kiss her once more. “Thank you, Mag Amy.”

“For what, Jim?”

“For being a teacher and for being a friend.”

“You sweet man.” She takes my face in her hands and wipes her lipstick 

off my mouth and cheek with a Kleenex.

“What did you mean, I smell like tomorrow?”

“I mean you special person, Jim. Life has something big for you.”

I’m bewildered as we go downstairs and into the restaurant. In a booth 

Percy chats with Millie, the other waitress, over a smoke and a joe. Millie is 

older than Mag Amy, maybe her mother. I can’t tell.

“Just in time to load up the Nomad, Jim.”

Percy has piled the record boxes on the counter. The rain has stopped and 

it smells fresh and clean outside. I take several deep breaths, glance over and see 

Mag Amy watching me out the front window. I stretch long and slow, flexing 

as I finish. I smile and wink at her. Three trips with boxes and the car is ready.

“Thank you, ladies. Nice to talk to you, Millie.” Percy doffs his fedora 

and bows. They giggle. Mag Amy has some twenties and a $50 bill in her hand. 

Percy hands the bag with the fortune cookies to me.

“Good to see both of you.” Mag Amy winks at me and flips her hair. I 

give the slightest nod.

Percy drives down to the lakeshore and parks the car looking out over the 

water. The sky is clearing. I ask about the take from the jukebox.

“Another good summer for this little town. Lots of tourists. We took away 

seventy bucks and the restaurant got fifty. Beatles, Help! got the most plays. 

Plus fortune cookies. Open that bag.”

I offer the open bag to Percy, who takes a cookie. I take the other. They are 
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fresh but don’t crumble. Percy reads, “Your shoes will make you happy today. 

Absolutely right. These sandals are the best footwear I have.”

“Nothing is impossible for you. In your life you will make beautiful mistakes.” 

Beryl Bryter flashes in my mind. I re-read it at Percy’s request.

“Does anything seem impossible to you, Jim?”

I think for a minute. “Today everything seems possible. Those beautiful mistakes 

don’t sound so good, though. What do you think?” I’m getting a second opinion.

“Mistakes are how we learn and grow. We all make them, just for that 

reason. You’ll make yours. Try to find the lesson in every mistake. Don’t be 

afraid. Fear will fuck you up faster than anything. Be brave.”

I think of Dad and Jack Hanson and let the image of them fearlessly smashing 

Roy and Tony to death flood my mind. The image is full and complete: cracking 

bones, muted screams, their harsh breathing and a litany of thuds of various 

hollowness. John and Jack were fearless and brave, something they might not 

have been inclined to be before the war, but, honed by battle and blood, easily 

found in themselves afterwards and put to use.

Percy fires up the Nomad. “Let’s pitter patter,” he says. “That was some 

rain, so we’ll just see how the gravel is to Scarriage.”

As we drive away from the Hollyhock, two sedans are parked in front 

and three large families are entering the restaurant. The husbands will eye 

Mag Amy and wonder what she’s like. I smile because I know. The memory 

of her ebony hair sweeping across my naked body sends a little electric jolt 

through me. I flinch.

The thunderstorms are spotty so the gravel road to Scarriage is dry and dusty.

“You just moved the box from the Blake into Scarriage. What happened?”

“It’s a hoot, a classic juker story. One to remember. Blorachuk had an 

early Rock-Ola that old man Burstal put in there years ago. When he got too 

infirm to function, his son, Jardine, who everybody calls Pug, took over the 

jukeboxes. You know Pug?”

I roll my eyes. “When he’s alone he’s in bad company.”

“Anyways, the old Rock-Ola damn near set the whole hotel on fire. It 

was Saturday afternoon and the regular drunks and a good crowd of extras 
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were making it look like a promising Saturday night ahead. During El Paso, 

the Rock-Ola caught fire. Poor Marty Robbins melted in the flames. The box 

set fire to the wall and singed the ceiling before Blorachuk got it out. The 

hotel had to close for a couple of days. I heard about the fire, stopped in, and 

Blorachuk was never happier to see me.”

“Maybe that’s why JimJim unplugs his Rock-Ola. It’s a Burstal box, yeah?”

“It is. I should pop in on JimJim and chat him up, tell him what happened 

to Blorachuk.” We pull into the parking lot next to the Scarriage Hotel. “Beer 

parlour; I’m on my own. Grab a bite in their restaurant. Cute waitress. Take a 

piece of birthday cake for dessert.” Percy gives me two bucks.

The waitress is cute. She’s one of the Scarriage girls I see at Burgen’s now 

and then. Her name tag says Prue.

“I’ll have a small Coke.” She leaves the menu. I order a hot dog with the 

works. When she brings it Prue says, “You’re Jim Crawford from Langwood, 

right?”

“Guilty as charged.”

“You’re with that jukebox guy, Percy. Okay. Yeah. I like you.” She blushes 

and bends down, staring me in the eye six inches from my face, her breasts 

peeking out of her uniform. Her eyes flare wide and she half-whispers, “You 

have a great reputation. I’d like to fuck you sometime. I mean all the way 

in me, you know. Do you think we could arrange that? Maybe this fall at a 

school dance.”

Prue is cute. Even the pigtails don’t detract from her freckly impishness 

much. “Maybe.”

“I’d like to fuck that Swedish guy, Park somebody, too. Tell him, okay? 

My last name is Cordine. My dad is Dean Cordine in the phone book. Call 

me, okay. I know what boys like.” Prue licks her lips and touches her breast 

as an elderly couple come through the front door and sit in a booth.

I think of Everybody’s Trying To Be My Baby, The Beatles’ cover of Carl 

Perkins on Beatles ’65. Everybody’s trying to have Jim Crawford’s baby, I hum 

silently in my head. The hot dog is so-so, but Prue’s skirt is just short enough 

to make lunch perfect.
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Percy comes through the front door. The old gentleman tells Percy that 

Hawaii is that direction and points west. We all laugh.

“I’ll be sure to take my surfboard,” Percy says, grinning. The old folks 

don’t know what a surfboard is, but it doesn’t matter; they laugh anyway.

On the road to Hammock Percy says, “Cute waitress, eh?”

“Prue. I’ve seen her at Burgen’s a few times. She said she wants to fuck 

me.” I look for Percy’s reaction.

“Did you tell her to take a number?”

“That’s good. I’ll use that. How was the take at the Scarriage Hotel?”

Percy sighs. “I hoped it would be a little busier than the Blake, but it’s 

about the same. Weekends good, drunks drinking away the end days rest of the 

week. We only got 34 bucks today. There’s still a scorch mark on the ceiling 

from the fire.” Percy chuckles.

I can feel Mag Amy’s hair moving down my back, over my ass and down 

one leg and up the other, over and over.

“What’s the juiciest, most outrageous rumour you’ve heard about the 

Buckley affair?” Percy asks.

I’m startled from my reverie and don’t really want to think about all that. 

“Um…that there were jars with boy’s testicles in formaldehyde inside.”

Percy is horrified. “Good God, Jim. Someone actually told you that?”

“I’m a good listener. One of the jars had Dirk’s nuts in it. Who knows if 

it’s true.”

Percy makes groaning noises of disgust. “You just made that up. You’re 

telling me a lie so you can get back at me for my fake lies.”

“I won’t say where I heard it, but I didn’t make it up. And I’m not trying 

to get you back. Besides, most people know Roy Buckley’s belt didn’t go 

through all the loops. He was insane from the booze, a nut job.” I pause. “Oh 

God, Percy, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…”

“Simmer down, Jim. I know exactly what you mean. It’s okay. We’re friends. 

Since Laurel died, on the day you predicted, by the way, I’ve had to re-invent 

myself in many ways. I’m an old man who is also a new man with a new life. 

People tell me I’m doing just fine with that.”
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“You seem to be. Not as worried about stuff, having fun with your 

wardrobe.”

In Hammock we pull up in front of Kerouac’s.

“Remember, matching Rock-Olas? I take the pub, you take the restaurant. 

Use the boxes labelled K-R. There are lots of changes. You decide what comes 

out by analyzing the play counter. Don’t dawdle on this. Use your intuition. 

You know the songs. Think of who comes here, look around at the customers, 

think about the girls of Hammock huddled around the jukebox, their short 

skirts rubbing against the chrome, their long painted nails clicking on the glass 

as they decide what song to play. Enough imagery?”

“Plenty, Captain. By the way, do you know the names of those girls…?” 

I laugh. Percy shakes his head.

Sure enough, in the large restaurant, though no song is playing, two skinny, 

long-haired girls hover over the jukebox. They float like awkward swans above 

the title bowl, the changing lights turning their bare legs blue-red-green, blue-

red-green.

“Hello, girls.” I smile and set down my equipment and record boxes. “I’m 

Jim the Jukebox Guy, here to check up on your box and add a raft of new 

songs. Wanna watch?”

“Can we?”

“I’m sure you can. What are your names?”

“I’m Jeanette.”

“I’m Gloria.”

“As in G-L-O-R-I-A Gloria?”

Gloria giggles and nods. She’s real cute.

“Okay, Jeanette and Gloria, if you want to witness the following act, I must 

warn you, this is precision work that requires me to concentrate deeply; my 

attention must remain unbroken by interruptions of any kind. And, because 

much of my work uses intuition, I must enforce a ten-foot perimeter around 

the jukebox while I work, to ensure everyone’s safety, security and comfort.”

The girls move two tables away. Under their gaze I turn my work into 

a love scene between me and the Rock-Ola, sensuously responding to her, 
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caressing her, beaming loving looks as I tighten belts and test the stylus. I have 

to change 18 records.

The play counter is a series of little wheels, one per record, that advances 

and makes a read-out on a spindle. I pick the lowest 18 for removal, change 

my mind about two and start replacing them on the carousel, whispering 

sweet nothings to the box that the girls can’t quite hear. I’m hamming it up 

and having a ball.

Her belly full of new releases and the best of the rest, I give the Rock-

Ola’s innards one last glance, my double-check. Something looks out of place. 

Squeezed in between the coin chute and the coin return lever is a dime. I press 

the coin return and nothing happens. Using my needle-nose pliers, I extract 

the dime. The coin return works. I gently close the box, talking softly to the 

machine. The girls are engrossed in my show.

Opening the title bowl, I quickly change the title cards, having doubts only 

about one, which I check. I got it right. Double-check of titles and a gentle 

closing of the lid. I stand with my hand on the box, eyes closed, and whisper 

something I hope the girls will think is a prayer.

With my chamois I clean the entire exterior of the box, flexing and squatting, 

rubbing against her, putting my cheek to her, running my crotch against the 

chrome. From a quick glance I see the girls have moved one table closer, still 

rapt. I unbutton two buttons on my shirt. A few more minutes of sensual 

cleaning and I step back, staring at the Rock-Ola. I hear the loud clapping of 

a single pair of hands behind me. Of course it’s Percy, who nudges the girls to 

applaud. All three stand and clap as I graciously bow several times.

“Thank you, fans and countrymen. Percy, meet Jeanette and Gloria.”

“Ladies.” Percy shakes each little hand lightly.

“Now, as a reward for your loyalty, girls, I have left you three free plays 

on the jukebox. I recommend C2.”

“Thanks, Jim.” The girls smile at me, huddle over the box and press C2. 

Gloria by Them starts to play.

“That wasn’t supposed to go in this box,” Percy says under his breath.

“The cute one is named Gloria, G-L-O-R-I-A…”
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“Got it.”

“Rock and roll is about fuckin’,” I say. Percy smirks and nods. We load 

up the Nomad and Percy sends me back in for two cold Cokes for the road.

Gloria comes over to me. “I’ll be coming to some school dances in Langwood 

this fall. Will you come to dances here?”

“I probably will.” My shirt is unbuttoned five from the top. I lean in close 

to her and whisper, “You are some cute girl, Gloria. I want you.” She takes 

a deep breath and smells the mix of sweat, Mag Amy and maleness arising in 

a warm draught out of my shirt. Gloria is momentarily speechless. I take the 

Cokes and leave.

Heading home to Langwood, the air is muggy from the thunderstorms 

that moved through earlier. The Coke hits the spot. So does CKY, playing It’s 

the Same Old Song by the Four Tops.

Percy reminds me, “Parts of your day are off-limits as mealtime talk. I’ll 

leave it to your discretion which parts.”

“Can I talk about baby Percy?”

“Until such time as we must admit involvement with that child, let him 

remain unimagined.”

“That sounded like spy talk.”

“Write it down. Maybe you can use it in a novel some day.”

After a few miles of confused thoughts about everything that happened 

today and how little of it I can talk about with Mom and Dad, I need to bend 

Percy’s ear.

“You know, Percy, sometimes it feels like the whole world is made of sex, 

that it runs on sex, that fuckin’ is the only thing on everybody’s mind all the 

time.”

“Is sex the only thing on your mind, Jim?”

“Sometimes. It’s not a bad feeling, just confusing, overwhelming.”

“You’re right about the world being made of sex. Without sex this would 

be a barren landscape, free of all living things, not even a plant in sight. There’s 

all kinds of fuckin’ going on, all the time.”

“So it’s not just rock and roll that’s about fuckin’; everything’s about fuckin’.”
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“In one form or another. Every adult lives with that fact. You can’t act on 

every sexual urge because you’ll have millions of them in your lifetime. You 

need to learn to accept the fact of fuckin’.”

“How do I accept it?”

“By celebrating your sexuality and its part in this diverse soup we call the 

world. Lovingly and compassionately sharing yourself will help you determine 

what sex means to you and how you’ll express it. And there are millions of 

ways to express it.”

“I never thought of sex as being another way to express myself.”

“Think about it. Communication on the intimate level, breath to breath, 

skin to skin, wild senses running in tandem wildness. Is this helping to sort 

out your confusion or just deepening it?”

Mag Amy’s hair sweeps over my back. “You always help me make sense of 

stuff, Percy. You’re the wisest person I know, and I’m glad I have you to talk to.”

“I feel the same way about you, on both counts – wisdom and gratitude. 

I’m glad we can talk like we do. That’s what friends are for. Let me introduce 

an idea to your fertile mind. Advertising is about fuckin’.”

“Advertising is about fuckin’. Which means?”

“In order to sell you something, advertisers are not above exploiting your 

sexuality to accomplish their mission. They link the product with sex on all 

kinds of levels in all kinds of ways. Then, for reasons you can’t explain, you 

are attracted to the product. Ever had that feeling, Jim?”

I think about this intensely, combing my little life for examples, finding 

none, until…

“I read most of a book Mom got from Dig Biggs by a guy from Winnipeg 

called Marshall McLuhan. It has a strange but neat title: The Mechanical Bride. 

Anyways, some of it is about advertising and how it works in our heads, why 

it works at all, really.”

“Did you understand it?”

“Between Mom and me, we managed to figure out the general gist. As 

Mom said when she handed it to me, ‘Ask not for whom the television tolls; 

it tolls for thee.’ It’s a variation…”
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“I know the source, Jim. That’s very bright of Mary to think of that, and 

she’s right.”

“How so?”

“Try this. Your TV brings you entertainment and news that you enjoy in 

an easy and reliable way. It also shows you commercials to pay for it all. Flip 

that in your mind and see that TV is actually delivering you to its advertisers. 

You are what your TV sells to its advertisers. You, the viewer, are the product 

that’s being sold, along with the soap in the commercial.”

Wow! Sometimes an idea hits me squarely and perfectly on the head and 

dissolves me in its obvious truth and brash suddenness. It’s as if Percy just gave 

me a key and said go ahead, unlock this door and see what’s behind it. My new 

wisdom makes me smile.

“You get it, Jim?”

“Oh, yeah. Clear as day, Percy. Wow!”

“That’s McLuhan in a nutshell, so to speak.”

“You know McLuhan?” I shouldn’t be surprised.

“Personally. I met him a few times after the war when we worked on a 

small project together. Eccentric fellow, which, of course, I appreciated to the 

nth degree.”

“Did McLuhan say advertising is about fuckin’?”

“Not in so many words, but that’s the big secret of the advertising industry, 

which he points out pretty clearly in the book you read. They’re going after every 

dollar you have and aren’t ashamed to go through your dick to get it. It’s not just 

TV ads. Every Life and Time magazine ad tolls for you. Saturday Evening Post 

and Macleans want your sexy money. But there’s more. It’s not just your money 

they want; they want to influence your mind, your thoughts, your ideas, your 

actions. In war movies it’s called brainwashing. In the real world it’s called mind 

control, and it’s working on us right now.”

“Someone is trying to control our minds?”

“Not just trying, but succeeding.”

“Who’s doing it?”

Percy lights a Plain and silently ponders my question for a mile or two. 
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CKY plays The “In” Crowd, that jazzy piano thing by Ramsey Lewis Trio. 

Percy sighs heavily before he answers.

“Okay, Jim, I don’t know.”

“But you do know, Percy.”

“You’re right, kid, but it’s one of those situations where I can’t know 

what I do know. Ever run into that kind of mess in your short sweet life? I 

know you have. We all live with the consequences of knowing certain stuff, of 

having certain experiences. Sometimes what you have up here” – Percy taps 

his temple and nods – “can get you into buckets of trouble.” The Plain dangles 

from his lower lip.

“You mean, having lots of secrets like a spy?”

“Having really good secrets. That’s what gets you through or gets you 

killed.”

“Were you a spy, Percy? You told me once that during the war you…”

“Jim, about three weeks after Laurel died I was looking through a closet 

and found some boxes of pocketbooks from the book club. In the box were 

six or seven about James Bond, so I read them, even the ones I’d read before. 

I took reading vacations as a spy to escape my sadness. It worked. The stories 

transported me away from the grief very effectively for a while. It’s just over 

four months ago that she died. Being a spy has helped me deal with and 

overcome my loss. That’s a Bond line about the consequences of having really 

good secrets, by the way.”

“I didn’t know how to ask about your grief. Thanks for telling me.”

“Jim, you ever wanna ask me something, anything, just ask. It’s Percy, 

remember?”

“I know. Thanks, Percy. You’re a good friend.”

“As are you. There’s your lovely mama.”

Percy pulls up in front of our house and hands me a ten-dollar bill. Mom 

is deadheading petunias wearing her big sun hat. She comes over to Percy’s 

side of the car.

“Hi, Percy. Did you boys have some fun out there today?”

“We always do, Mary. How’s things?”
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“Petunias.” Mom shrugs and sticks a red petunia behind Percy’s ear. “That’s 

what your outfit was missing.”

“Thanks for the day, Percy.”

“Let’s try to get another one in before the snow.” Percy waves.

Mom puts her arm over my shoulder and walks me to the house. “I’m glad 

you have someone like Percy in your life. He’s a lot like you, a free thinker, a 

bit of a rebel, but always with a sense of humour.”

“Percy and me were just saying how grateful we are for each other and 

our friendship.” I almost blurt out the story of baby Percy James Camalski, 

but stop at the last second.

“Park called. He’s in town for two days and wants you to call him.”

“Hey, Park. This is a nice surprise.”

“Hi, Jim. We’ve worked hard since I saw you last. The end is in sight, so 

Dad says we need a break. Wanna come over and work out tonight?”

“What time?”

“Mom and Dad took off for a couple of days of R and R at that new resort 

in Clear Lake and Vilma’s at CGIT camp, so come anytime.”

“Hang on, Park.” I tell Mom Park’s alone and ask if he can come for dinner 

with us.

“Sure, I’ll put on an extra pork chop. Soup’s on at 6:30, tell him.”

“Park, come over for dinner. Pork chops and Crawford talk, 6:30.”

“That’s great, Jim. I’ll be there.”

I’m relieved someone else will be with us. It’ll take the pressure off talking 

about my day. I realize how much I’ve missed Park this summer and how 

precious our time together is. Everything is changing so fast. In my bedroom 

I stare at the picture of Park on my mirror.

“My beautiful friend.”

As soon as Park arrives, Mom has Dad take a picture of her standing 

between “the two best-looking men in Langwood,” as she calls us.

Dad takes the picture and says, “How about the three best-looking men 

in Langwood?” and he stands between us. Mom takes the shot, and another 

for good measure.
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Over dinner Park talks about the cabins they’re building, how much he 

enjoys the work outdoors, about the crew, about Sean as his boss, which is 

working very well.

“Neither of us are surprised by that,” says Dad. “I saw lots of potential in 

your dad the very first time I met him. He’s smart and likeable. We don’t see 

that in people as much as we should. He’ll go far and get rich.”

Park enthusiastically agrees, especially about the get rich part. Mom teases 

Park and me about Tina Beschuk being right on our tails in school marks and 

that in Grade 10 we’ll both have to work harder to stay ahead of her.

We chat about the new resort where Sean and Clare are staying and the road 

closures from flash flooding near Virgo. The post-meal discussion turns to my 

day, which I call routine. Always fun with Percy, new baby in Eaglestone, lots 

of tourists in Stammers Lake this summer, the Scarriage Hotel jukebox story, 

Percy gave me free rein in Hammock and that’s about it.

I can tell by Park’s face he’s looking forward to hearing the truth about 

my day. I’m glad I have somebody to tell. After we clear the table, Mom tells 

Park and me to go do our workout, have some fun.

We stroll toward Park’s house. “How was the trip with Percy, really?” 

Park says.

I fill in the blanks: baby Percy, Mag Amy, Mag Amy’s hair, Scarriage, the 

Hammock girls. “Prue, the Scarriage waitress – you’d recognize her from 

Burgen’s – said she wants to fuck that Swedish guy named Park, too.” We 

both laugh.

“I’d be Swedish for her. She’s cute, yeah?”

“Oh yeah. Mag Amy was so beautiful. She put me in charge, testing me, 

I guess.”

“Did you pass?”

“I guess. She said I smelled like tomorrow.”

Park leans over and sniffs me. “Right now you smell more like earlier 

today than tomorrow.”

The workout with Park once again fulfills my body’s need for direction 

in growth. I feel I have more control over how I look than most guys my age, 
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or maybe most people in general. The easy pleasure, machine-like repetition 

and hard-gotten gains are reflected back at me in the big mirror. Park’s body 

is sculpted like mine. His summer labour has toned some muscles more than 

others. We share a shower and towel each other off.

“Wanna try something?” asks Park, his arms on my shoulders.

“What?”

“To be blunt, my friend, I want you to fuck me in the ass.” Park smiles. 

He means it.

“With my cock?” I ask.

“No, with your right elbow. Of course with your cock. The guy I bunk 

with in the park, Mitch, I’ve mentioned him. He likes to fuck me in the ass. 

He’s older and more experienced, but both times we’ve done it I’ve thought 

of you, Jim. Thought of your cock in my ass.”

“Doesn’t it hurt?”

“A little at the start, but that changes to pleasure. I can’t explain how. 

Haven’t you ever put a finger up your ass?”

“Yeah, in the tub, exploring, that’s all.”

“So, what do you think?” Park is fondling my balls. “Wanna try it?”

“This is what Gorsey said is illegal. It’s called sodomy, like in Sodom and 

Gomorrah,” I say. Staring eye to eye with my friend, his face lit with expectation, 

how can I say no?

“It’s called buggery, too.”

“That’s what a bugger is!” A tiny mystery solved.

“That it’s illegal makes it even more exciting, you think?” says Park.

“I think. Let’s do it.”

“Mitch and me have to do it in bunk beds, but I’d much rather use Mom 

and Dad’s king-size bed. You wear a rubber; it makes clean-up easy.”

“I just happen to have most of a joint from earlier today in my shirt. Let’s 

get high first.”

As we smoke the roach on the little balcony off the master bedroom, I 

think of Percy’s thoughts on sex as a form of intimate communication. What 

should I tell Park with sex? I can only think of one thing to say.
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Laughing, we climb into the luxurious big bed.

“Ease it in at first.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

Gently I enter Park to discover our familiar bodies are new and eager and 

full of sex. We uncover fresh ways to express our love for each other without 

saying a word. It is so tender, yet hard and masculine. Woman’s bodies are 

soft and welcoming. Park’s is firm, and welcoming in a different way, but the 

language is the same.

In the afterglow Park runs his fingertips over my lips. “That was way better 

than even my wildest fantasies. How was it for you?”

I roll on my side facing my beautiful friend. His handsome head and 

shoulders are flushed with excitement.

“Surprisingly wonderful. Another way of saying ‘I love you.’”

“I love you too, Jim. It’s truly like the girls say: You’re a natural.”

We both laugh.

In its second issue in August, The Bystander ran an ad for a new town cop. 

Randy Clowd applied. Felix McTiler applied. Around the Crawford table the 

selection causes chuckles regarding the latter but concern about the former.

“McTiler still sits on his porch in the dark with his shotgun on his lap every 

evening in case somebody tries to knock over his outhouse. It’s the last one in 

town, so it’s hard to resist. Or so I’ve heard. I’m not confessing to anything, 

just saying.” Knowing glances around the table.

“He’s a very unpleasant, very intolerant man,” Mom says of Clowd. 

“His Bible-thumping beliefs govern everything he does. John, both you and I 

have had run-ins with Clowd lately. He is very judgemental of young people, 

especially you, Jim. I don’t think he should have that kind of power in a small 

town. I want to take action.”

Dad is less surprised than I am.

“Here’s what I want to do,” Mom says. “I found out the town council will 
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be interviewing each applicant individually and that they can bring character 

witnesses. I don’t know who in their right mind would recommend Clowd, 

unless it’s somebody from his wicky-wacky church. In any case, I want to send 

a letter to the council detailing all the reasons why Clowd is a bad choice for 

town cop, and we’ll all sign it, all three of us. I’ll type it up and make carbon 

copies.” Mom looks back and forth for agreement.

I’m tingling all over as if I’d just smoked a joint. Part of my tingling is in 

awe of Mom and her letter idea and part is because there is a righteousness 

about it all. It’s the right thing to do, and it will work.

“Maybe The Bystander would publish it, too,” I say.

Dad hums uncertainty into my idea. “We still have to live and work here. 

You know what small towns are like, Mother.”

“Not The Bystander, then,” Mom decides. “Just the council. Word will 

get around, anyway.”

Mom is staring across the room, but her gaze drops two feet in front of 

her. She is already writing the letter in her head. I do that sometimes, write 

something in my head before anything hits the page, in that Twilight Zone place. 

I hear her in the basement typing away most of the afternoon as I come and go.

After supper she presents Dad and me with a carbon copy of her letter. 

She reads it aloud.

Dear Mayor Lindal, Councillors Clemence, Croon, Kripelski, Layton, 
Malanchuk and Shankmann,

Gentlemen,

You know us, the Crawford family, John, Mary and Jim, as down-
to-earth, law-abiding, hard-working citizens, as good Christian 
church-goers and as people comfortable with being involved in the 
community, not just in the present but in the future.

This letter regards Langwood’s future.

We understand Randall Clowd has applied to fill the position of town 
constable left tragically vacant by Aubrey Steeps.
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Mom pauses and we share a knowing moment that makes us all smile a bit.

As individuals and as a family, the Crawfords strongly oppose the 
hiring of Mr. Clowd for the position. Our reasons are few, powerful 
and obvious.

1. Mr. Clowd, in his magnanimous role as Volunteer Fire Chief, 
already patrols the streets of Langwood enforcing some strange 
ethical code based on his fanatical religious beliefs. This must stop. 
Of this you are all aware.

2. Mr. Clowd, with his smarmy self-righteous attitude, often reports 
Jim’s actions to us. His warped judgement is exactly the same as the 
one that burned up at Buckley’s place. Of this you are all aware.

3. Langwood needs to move forward and improve itself, not move 
into someone’s self-exaltation based on hillbilly religious beliefs. You 
have the power to advance Langwood in a positive and significant 
direction. Of this you are all aware.

4. Imagine Mr. Clowd combining his unbalanced moral views with the 
power of town constable carrying a handgun. In your most disquiet 
moments, aren’t you hair-raisingly alarmed by the idea of Mr. Clowd 
empowered with a gun and a badge, however lowly?

5. It is unanimous around the Crawford dinner table, as it is unanimous 
around most dinner tables in Langwood, that Mr. Randall Clowd has 
his head up his ass and is undeniably unsuitable for town constable. 
Of this you are all aware, but if you don’t believe us, check around 
your own dinner table.

Yours truly,

John, Mary and Jim Crawford

I can’t help but chuckle, nor can Dad. We stand and start applauding. Mom 

actually blushes at the standing ovation.



• 519 •

Nodding and smiling, Dad says to me, “If you’re lucky and keep at it, 

some day you’ll be able to write like that.”

Mom blushes deeper red.

Our letter is read by the Mayor and Councillors, four of whom call us 

after the meeting to thank us. However, it’s moot the next day when Daniel 

Phelps applies for the job.

Rose and Roger Phelps lived across the street from us when we rented the 

Parker house north of the tracks. Along with their son Milt, Roger runs the 

lumberyard. Mom and Dad often go to their house for drinks and dancing to 

old records of Big Band music.

Their eldest boy, Danny, married local farm girl and high-school sweetheart 

Serena Sutcheon, moved away and became a beat cop in Vancouver, patrolling 

Chinatown. They started a family, but after a few years Danny started to 

experience a growing unease about the future. He realized things were only 

going to get worse, especially in big cities, so he uprooted his family, purchased 

the house across the street from us in Langwood and moved back home with 

the whole kit and caboodle. He bought a share in the family lumberyard and 

settled in. Rose and Roger were delighted, of course. Six weeks later the town 

constable position opened up.

Hugh Lindal and all the Councillors know Danny Phelps. They don’t even 

interview Clowd or McTiler; they hire Danny. Clowd protests he wasn’t given a 

fair chance at the job, which results in council reviewing his role as Langwood’s 

Volunteer Fire Chief. Apparently it was quite a show at the council meeting, 

Clowd on his knees, wearing his fire helmet, tears streaming down his face, 

hands clenched in supplication, begging and pleading with council not to take 

away his job as Fire Chief.

Instead they put him on probation. Behave, or you’re ashes.

We never see Clowd driving around in the evenings any more, which is 

just fine. Somebody told Mom that even the crazy church he went to banned 

him, so he sits at home drinking and watching TV. He’s becoming an alcoholic 

just like everybody else.

“Hallelujah!” as Park put it.
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Danny and Serena Phelps have two kids: Linda, who is seven, and Banjo 

– actually Banford Jonah – who is five. They attend the United Church and 

have inspired Rose and Roger to attend regularly again. Danny became a Lion, 

Serena volunteers at the hospital. They’ve both joined the book club.

Linda, who is very bored in Grade 2, does math at a Grade 4 level, reads at 

a Grade 5 level and can identify the title, artist and style of over 150 important 

paintings from the last 500 years. Since they were 18 months old, Linda and 

Banjo have been subjected to intense daily teachings using hundreds of flashcards 

designed by Serena’s grandfather, Sagittarius Sutcheon.

Sagittarius (on the streets of London they called him Saj) had intimate 

personal understandings with reigning and feigning monarchs. They fawned 

over him because he was a genius. Saj Sutcheon could survey a man from head 

to toe for five seconds and tell you a dozen things that Sherlock Holmes would 

have missed. Others were no mystery to Saj.

As a lark, his friends challenged genius Saj to design the ultimate series of 

flashcards to teach a child from the earliest age. One week later, Saj delivered 

1216 flashcards, impressing his friends with their instructability, integrity and 

age-appropriateness.

Danny and Serena use the same set of flashcards for their kids, The story 

of the flashcards’ journey from the smoky streets of London to the fresh 

Manitoba prairie remains untold. Danny and Serena added 88 cards of their 

own, updating the collection.

Langwood Elementary doesn’t quite know what to do with special Linda.

“Wait’ll they get a load of Banjo,” Serena tells Mom, who is frequently 

invited over for coffee.

Mom likes to play the globe game with Banjo. The flashcards have flags 

from over 120 countries. Mom flashes a flag at Banjo, who identifies the country 

then points to it on the globe. “He’s never gotten one wrong yet,” Mom says. 

“He knows right away when I’m trying to trick him.”

Danny Phelps is the best town cop Langwood has ever had. He wears 

the constable’s jacket with the crest, but the cap is too small for his head. 

Danny’s first test comes quickly. Two days after he starts the job, someone 
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finds Bill Stabalski hanging by his neck from the rafters in his back shed. 

Danny knows what to do immediately and is lauded in The Bystander

the following week for his “effective and sensitive handling of a difficult 

situation.”

In the third week of August, Maryann calls me.

“Hi, Jim. I’m home for a few days. The doctor says the surgery went very 

well and he’s expecting positive results.”

“That’s great news, Maryann. I’ve missed you at the Coffee Stop and I’ve 

been wondering about you.”

“I’m going back to the city day after tomorrow. They’ll take the bandages 

off and unveil the new me, the new Maryann. A week or two at the clinic for 

the final healing, then I’ll be back home.”

“I found out some details about your kind of surgery. It’s very new and 

very successful so far. And very expensive.”

“Jack is paying for the whole shebang. He jumped at the idea.”

“I hope it works for you, but between you, me and the lamp-post, I thought 

the old Maryann was beautiful already.”

“Awww…” I can hear her sniffling. “Aren’t you the sweetest boy ever to 

say that.”

“I mean it.”

“I’m not supposed to cry.”

“Sorry.”

“It’s okay, Jim. Almost nobody in town knows about this, so please keep 

it under your hat for now. I can’t wait for the New Me to make my big debut! 

It’ll be a surprise for everybody.

“Another surprise – and you’re one of only five people who know this – I 

have a steady boyfriend.”

“I’m so glad to hear that! Who is he?”

“That’s our little secret between me and him. You know enough to make 
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you curious. See if you can figure out who he is.” Maryann laughs her familiar 

sparkling laugh. “Play along, Jim.”

“You sound happy.”

“I am. That’s what I am, happy. See you in the funny pages! ’Bye, Jim.”
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September 1965

Grade 10!

School starts after the last long weekend of the summer. This year, our 

home room teacher is Mrs. Goodale, who teaches History and girls’ PT. I found 

out over the summer from my city cousins that in Winnipeg high schools the 

students move from room to room. In the country, the students stay put and 

the teachers move.

Marietta Goodale, who is Mom’s age, about 50, has surprised herself and 

most everyone else by finding her second teaching wind, as she calls it, after 

Mister Shine became principal. Before his arrival she dreaded walking through 

the front doors, but now she comes to school with renewed enthusiasm and 

devotion. She confided in Mom that she actually likes the students again, 

mentioning the special generation in school now.

Of the 23 students who started in Grade 9, 20 make it to Grade 10. Casper 

Croon is left back, to no one’s surprise. Molly Huskins got pregnant and her parents 

sent her off to live with an aunt in Alberta. Crip Holden dropped out halfway 

through Grade 9. Mrs. Goodale comments on the large size of the class. Instead 

of writing an essay, she has each of us stand and talk briefly about what we did on 

our summer vacation. Park, Carol and me steal knowing glances.

Park is elected to the student council as Grade 10 rep. I run for boys’ 

social rep, whose main job is booking bands for school dances. The girls’ rep 
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oversees decorating the gym. Alas, I am humbled, getting soundly defeated by 

Grade 12 student Dennis Layton, who plays bass and sings in the local band 

the Swan Dels. Dennis asks me after the election what bands I’d like to have 

play at our school. I thought that was very big of him, even though none of 

my suggestions were used.

On September 7, CKY plays the new Beatles 45. It’s a pretty ditty called 

Yesterday. The first time Mom hears it, she cries. I never thought The Beatles 

would ever make Mom cry.

“Boy, that’s one sad love song. Some poor boy got hurt real bad,” she 

sniffles. I listen to the song more carefully.

Supported by a lone acoustic guitar and strings, Paul sings it as if he’d been 

weeping for the last half hour and sounds a little stuffed up. For unknown 

reasons, he’s a loser at the game of love. She’s gone, but he doesn’t know why, 

except “something’s wrong.” He seeks to hide away from the world, clutching 

his memories. The song ends without hope. It’s damn sad, Mom.

The following Saturday, Carol calls me mid-morning and wants me to come 

over around 1:30. She doesn’t say why she wants to see me. I’m excited. Maybe 

her folks are away again.

I saunter over in the dry September heat. Dust from combines and gravel 

roads and smoke from burning stubble give the day a pale yellow pall.

Cam Caldwell lets me in.

“Jim, good to see you.” He extends his hand and we shake. In the kitchen, 

Cassie Caldwell gives me a long hug and rubs her hands up and down my back 

and bum.

Okay, her parents are here. So is CC.

“Thanks for coming over, Jim.”

“Good to see you, CC.” We shake. Behind him, sitting on the sofa, is a 

beautiful young woman. She looks familiar. CC steps aside. The woman stands 

and walks toward me, hand extended.
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“Jim, I’m the new Maryann.”

I’m dumbfounded and stand like an idiot with my mouth gaping, my hand 

hanging in midair. It is her! Well, it’s Maryann’s auburn hair and her hazel eyes. 

But the rest is new.

“Say hello, Jim,” she says.

“Ah…ah…ah, hello, Maryann, new Maryann. You’re beautiful!” I gulp.

She is. Her hair is styled to frame her face, covering her once-wide 

forehead that is now exactly the right size. Her formerly bushy eyebrows 

form a thin arch above her eyes. Her nose that once spread halfway across 

her face is now slim and pinched. Her lips are the same sensual shape. Her 

mole is gone, as is some of her saggy chin; appropriate makeup enhances her 

new beauty. She’s dressed in a light cotton blouse and pedal pushers, hinting 

at her shapely body.

“Thank you, Jim. I’ve never seen your eyes so big.” Maryann chuckles and 

kisses me lightly on the cheek. “Close your mouth, Jim.” I do, and she kisses 

me squarely on the mouth. Everyone chuckles.

“Hey, hey, don’t you be getting friendly with the young boys now,” says 

CC, to laughter.

I look questioningly at Carol. “Surprise!” she says, and shakes her open 

fingers beside her face.

Everyone enjoys my confusion.

“CC and I are a couple, Jim,” Maryann says. “He’s my mystery guy.”

“She’s my mystery girl,” says CC.

I start to laugh. “Perfect!” I say. “Perfect!”

Carol puts her arm around me as the family gets some nyuks at my expense. 

It feels good.

“So, now that the introductions, excuse me, re-introductions have been 

done,” says Cam, “Maryann and CC want to take us all out for coffee and pie 

at the Coffee Stop.”

“It’s my coming-out moment,” Maryann says. “I want you to be a part of 

it, Jim. You’re special.”

I can’t count how many times people have told me how special I am, but 
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hearing Maryann say it makes me break down and cry. Through the waver of 

my tears I see Maryann’s new and old beauty combine and form something 

radiantly fresh, unremittingly sexy.

Carol hands me a tissue and I feel silly and blush deeply.

CC puts his arm over my shoulder. “I get it, Jim. Maryann’s new beauty 

has made me cry, too.”

I recover quickly and we get ready to go. “Has your dad seen you like…

like this?” I ask Maryann.

“For the first time yesterday.”

“And…”

“He cried, too.”

At the Coffee Stop, we claim the large booth so all six of us can slide in on 

the red vinyl seats. Four ladies from the bridge club are seated next to us. The 

hydro boys, Clive Heath and Richie Krepelski, are seated at the counter next 

to the telephone boys, Bob Genik and Paul Featherothe; a young away couple 

with a small son fill another booth; the codgers Gannon Brooks and Wister 

Rheam hover over smokes in the end booth. The Seeburg is silent.

We greet everyone, watching their expressions when they realize it’s the 

new Maryann. The bridge club ladies, all of whom are in shocked awe, will 

spread the news around Langwood within ten minutes of leaving the Coffee 

Stop. Maryann beams at their attention. The men at the counter are transfixed 

with her new look. Off to one side, CC enjoys the occasion.

When I look at CC I feel angry at him; jealous. Because…because…she’s 

so beautiful and she’s always been beautiful and I’ve always known that. I’m 

jealous because CC sees the same beauty I do and knows it in his compassionate 

heart just like I do. I’m angry because he’s…he’s in love with her, too. Maryann 

is so happy. I smile and keep all this to myself.

Maryann reigns at the crown of the booth’s arc. Cam and CC bracket her, 

Carol sits next to CC and Cassie next to me on the outside. Under the table, 

Mrs. Caldwell keeps running her hand up and down my thigh. I try not to get an 

erection, but I do. Mrs. Caldwell licks her lips as she asks me how my folks are.

Carol figures it out. “Mother,” she scowls. Mother behaves, for a few minutes.
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The bell on the garage door rings and Jack Burgen steps into his restaurant. 

He slowly surveys and acknowledges with his eyes the patrons until he settles 

upon Maryann. He strides toward her, offering his hand. Carol and CC let 

her out and the Seeburg starts to play Broken Hearted Melody (how does he 

do that?). He holds her, whispers “I’ll lead,” and dances his daughter around 

the room, to everyone’s delight. Maryann is a fountain of happiness judging 

by her expression.

Even after the song ends they continue to dance, smiling and swirling. I 

feel that jealousy again, now directed at Jack, who delivers his daughter to the 

booth, kisses her lovingly and bows.

“Thank you, my beautiful daughter.”

“Thank you, Daddy.”

“Where did you learn to dance like that, sweetheart?” Jack asks.

“You taught me, Daddy, when I was six years old, remember? We used to 

dance and dance, laughing. Over the years I kept in practice by dancing with 

myself, keeping the steps and the timing correct, knowing someday we’d dance 

together again.”

Maryann slides back into her spot in the booth. Jack pulls up a chair and 

joins us. I get up to play the jukebox, but Jack pushes me back into the booth. 

“Sit down, Jim. I have something to say.” Jack looks around the arc of faces. 

“Maryann was four years old when her Mama died. Misty was the love of my 

life. We had big plans. Some of you probably remember her.”

“She loved to tell jokes. We had some good laughs together,” says Cassie 

Caldwell. “It was a tragedy.”

“A wrong turn, an unguarded moment, our Misty died by the side of the 

highway. The bottom dropped out of my life for a few years after that. It’s 

hazy in my memory just how we made it through without a woman’s touch 

and influence, but we did. We survived, Maryann. We’d planned to have three 

or four kids, so you are precious to me beyond measure.” Jack’s eyes are 

brimming with tears.

“What do you remember about your mom, Maryann?” I ask.

Maryann wipes a tear away. “I don’t remember much except riding on a 
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toboggan with her and laughing as we spilled over in the fluffy snow. Watching 

someone riding a horse in a corral as she held my hand because I was afraid 

of the horse. Her cookies, she made great cookies. But what I remember best 

is the way she smelled. Always, everywhere, inside the house and out, she 

smelled like roses, distant roses that you only noticed when you got close 

to her. After she died, I’d sometimes put an article of her clothing under my 

pillow so I could be close to her through the roses.” CC hands Maryann his 

handkerchief. We could all use one around the table.

“I think you should play the jukebox now, Jim,” Jack says.

“Can you just hold off on that for another minute, Jim,” says CC. “I…

we…have something to say. You say.”

Maryann beams. “CC and I have fallen in love and we’re getting married.”

The reactions around the table are mixed. Jack erupts with a loud whoop 

that startles everyone. Carol is bright with surprise. CC and Maryann press 

their cheeks together, smiling. Cam Caldwell is laughing and nodding his 

head while Cassie tries to be cheerful, but her concerned expression belies her 

intention. And me, I’m all over the board. I’m happy for Maryann and CC, 

which switches to jealousy, then back to glad. I grit my teeth in anger and feign 

a smile. Everyone congratulates the happy couple, inquiring about the date.

“Soon,” says CC. “This year.”

“Good Lord,” says Cassie. “We need to start planning it today.”

“Easy, Mom,” says CC. “It’s not going to be a grand church wedding.”

“Good,” says Jack.

CC says, “There’s talk about the town tearing down the old town hall, modernizing. 

Before they do that, we’re getting married in the third-floor meeting hall.”

Maryann says, “The room takes up the whole floor and has big windows 

in every direction. Best view of Langwood in town. The service and reception 

will both be in the hall. It’ll be a small wedding, 40 or 50 people, tops. A few 

of CC’s school friends from Vancouver will be invited.”

Cassie is big-eyed and anxious about all this. “I wish you’d talked to us 

first, CC.”

“About the hall or about the marriage?” CC tilts his head at his mother.
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“Both,” she says. Cassie is alone in her opinion.

“CC’s a big boy now, Cass,” Cam says. “He can make decisions like this 

without consulting us. All these kids want to do is make a few grandbabies 

and live happily ever after. Isn’t that right?”

Maryann and CC nod. Cassie’s resolve weakens a little and her shoulders relax.

Jack snaps a quarter on the Arborite in front of me. “Jukebox, Jim.”

As I stand over the Seeburg staring at the rows of songs, all of which I’ve 

heard, I glance at our booth. Maryann nuzzles CC’s neck and they both laugh 

like kids in love. I slip the quarter into the slot and press C5. This Boy by The 

Beatles starts to play. It’s saying out loud exactly how I feel.

Maryann catches my eye and silently mouths something I don’t catch. In 

a loud whisper she says, “B17.”

He’s a Rebel by the Crystals. I select it and spend the last play on Heart 

Full of Soul by the Yardbirds. I stand over the jukebox, mouthing the lyrics to 

the Beatles song, fighting back tears. As I walk back to the booth, Maryann 

stares at me. I think she knows why I played This Boy.

“Who does this song?” Cassie asks.

“The Beatles,” four voices say in unison.

“It’s pretty. And sad,” Cassie says.

I’m thinking, you got it right, Mrs. Caldwell. Maryann is pretty and I’m sad.

“I’m curious what your plans are now, CC, as far as work. You should be 

able to put your PhD to good use and make plenty of money. I know you’ll 

have to live in a big city to do your medicine stuff and I’ll miss my girl, but as 

long as she’s happy, I’m happy,” Jack says.

“That is definitely one possibility,” CC says. “I have so many options right 

now, Jack, the world is my oyster. I’ve found my pearl of a girl. That’s a start.”

He’s a Rebel plays on the Seeburg. “This song is for you, CC,” says Maryann.

A week later, Carol and I share a Pepsi at JimJim’s.

“Our house has been crazy since CC and Maryann announced the wedding. 



• 530 •

They’ve set the date for Sunday two weeks from now, in the town hall, and 

Mom’s having kittens every day about it. Apparently Mom’s had a lifelong 

vision of what CC’s wedding will be like complete with horse-drawn carriage, 

so this just isn’t cutting it. Dad’s fine with it all. In fact, he’s looking forward 

to being related to Jack Burgen. I don’t know why.”

“CC is very lucky to have Maryann. They make a great couple.”

I hope that sounded sincere, because although I’ve accepted that Maryann 

is getting married, I’m still getting strong twinges of jealousy. I don’t feel much 

anger now, but a sense of loss still overwhelms me sometimes. CC is taking her 

away forever. I wish I could tell Carol this, but…well, I can’t.

Maryann has gone back to the Coffee Stop and worked a couple of shifts. 

Business has been brisk, with all the townsfolk needing to get a look at the new 

Maryann, Langwood’s current nine days’ wonder. I hate listening to people discuss 

Maryann’s new look, as if their idiot opinions make any difference. People are small.

“Anyway,” says Carol, “I want to know the name of that pill your mom 

takes to stay calm. I think my mom could use it right now.”

“It’s called Valium. Doctor Gorsey gave it to her when she had the cancer 

taken out.”

“Does she still take it?”

“I think so. She’s pretty calm, not like before.”

“Dad and I can’t believe how weird Mom’s being about the wedding. 

There’s no best man or bridesmaids, just CC and Maryann and somebody to 

marry them, not sure who that is yet, which is a big deal for Mom. Dad should 

be able to convince her to see Gorsey and get the pill. Valium, right?”

“Valium – it takes the wrinkles out of your day.”

“Is that their slogan?”

“I made it up. Has CC found a job yet?”

“There’s something going on, but it’s very hush-hush for now. I don’t even 

know for sure what it is or where it is. CC loves red herrings. He even hinted 

that he might become an astronaut. I thought Mom was going to faint.”

The next day I get my invitation to the wedding, just me, not Mom and 

Dad. It’s printed on a satin card that feels like cloth.
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On Sunday, October 9, 1965,

in the Skyview Room, 3rd floor, Langwood Town Hall,

Maryann Matilda Burgen & Clarence Carter Caldwell 

will be joined in wedlock.

We will be humbled and happy 

if you can attend our ceremony and celebration.

Nuptials at 3:00 p.m., reception to follow.

Food, music and fun.

Casual dress.

RSVP phone 87 Langwood

“Aren’t you the important one, going to the Caldwell-Burgen wedding 

no less,” Mom says.

“I’m special,” I say, shrugging. “I’m also incredibly jealous of CC. I like 

Maryann a lot and have for a long time. I get mad at him, sometimes her, too.”

“You’re jealous. Isn’t that cute,” Mom says.

“It hurts, Mom. How can I stop it?”

“I know it hurts. Love makes us do strange things, makes us feel things 

deeply. Often we surprise ourselves at how strongly we feel. You’ve looked 

beyond Maryann’s exterior and seen her true beauty, touched who she truly 

is with your heart. That’s who you’re in love with, and it’s the same person 

CC is in love with. Let me ask you this. Before your feelings grew very loving 

toward Maryann, how did you think of her?”

“As a friend.”

“Then that’s what she’ll be now – your friend. Treat her like a friend and 

she’ll always want to stay in touch with you, wherever either of you roam. 

Can you do that?”

She’s right, again. “I can. I’ll be her friend. That’s exactly what I’ll be.”

“It didn’t say on the invite. Are you getting them a gift?”

“I don’t know. Should I?”

“It’s traditional.”

“But they’re not. Maybe I’ll write them a poem.”
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“I’d love to read it.”

When I RSVP, Cassie Caldwell answers. She sounds very calm. She must 

have seen the doctor.

On Monday I come home from school to find a note from Mom: 3:05 Hon, 

G’ma had a fire in her apartment, rushed to Brandon hosp. Dad & I on the 

way there now. Will call you tonight. Dinner’s on the counter. Don’t worry. 

Love, Mom & Dad.

I feel a tingling in my scalp that moves around my head, down my neck, 

across my shoulders, down my arms to my fingers. “Grandma’s going to die,” 

I say aloud.

On the counter are a can of spaghetti, a can of pork and beans and a can of 

Klik, but I’m not hungry. I lie on the couch and close my eyes. A grain-laden 

train roars through town. The house shakes a little. I drift away.

I feel someone hitting my arm. “Jim. Jim.” I open my eyes. It’s Grandma 

Crawford.

“Hi, Grandma. Aren’t you dead?”

“Just. Sit up, boy.” Grandma sits next to me. She holds me with her eyes. 

“Listen now, Jim. Your folks are leaning toward letting you accomplish your 

dream of being a DJ on the radio. Go to a good school, study this and do it. 

When its lustre wears off, then you’ll start making a difference in the world. 

You’ll become a very good teacher, Jim. You’ll be respected by all, loved by 

many and you’ll feel satisfied with your work and your Self. You will have 

tragedies balanced by moments of bliss, of course, but as you live your life, 

always remember that you are special and that Grandma loves you.” She 

pinches my chin.

“I told you this once before and you were very obedient. I’m going to tell you 

again, with a different meaning this time.” She pauses for effect. “GROW!” she hollers, 

and laughs her funny Scottish giggle. “Do what Grandma says,” and she’s gone.

“Grow. Grow.” Ring. “Grow.” Ring. “Grow.” Ring. I stumble to the phone.
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“Hello.”

“Hi, Jim. It’s Dad.”

“How’s Grandma?”

“Jim, Grandma died about half an hour ago. She was burned in a fire 

that started on her stove. They couldn’t save her.” Dad breaks down a little. 

“Here’s Mom.”

“Are you okay?” she says.

“Yeah. Poor Grandma.” I start to cry a little.

“Terrible accident. Dad and I will get a room in Brandon tonight. Uncle Jerry 

and Aunt Lisa are here. We’ll start making the arrangements. If you want to stay 

with the Swedemans tonight I’m sure they wouldn’t mind. Or the Hansons.”

“No, I think I’ll stay home. I’ll be fine.”

“I know you will. Please eat something. I’ll call you back from the hotel 

room. We love you, Jim.”

“Me too. ’Bye.”

I sit in the silent house somehow made even quieter by her death. I feel a 

rush of gratitude. “Thank you, Grandma,” I say. “Thank you for today and 

every day. I love you.” Faintly from another room I hear Grandma’s Scottish 

giggle. The comforting feeling that I’ve lost a grandmother but gained a guardian 

spirit comes over me. “Thank you, Grandma.”

Later, Mom calls from Room 7 of Barney’s Motel on the outskirts of Brandon.

“We went out for a bite at the Prince Eddy. Jerry and Lisa are in the room 

next to us. We’re having a drink. The men are both crying.”

She gives me the telephone number of the motel. “Okay at your end?”

“I ate, did my homework. It’s very quiet in the house.”

“Sounds like you need some Beatles songs. They’ll help you through, son. 

They will.”

“Good idea. Don’t worry about me. Sleep well. Give Dad a big hug from 

me and one for you, too. I…I love you guys.”

“We love you, Jim. Night night.”

I put Beatlemania! on the big upstairs stereo and turn it up. Right away I 

feel better. Works every time!
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All that’s left of Clarendon, where Grandma and Grandpa farmed, is the little 

church that’s jammed for the funeral. Grandma’s funeral is the first one that I 

cry at. Everybody cries, but watching Dad and Jerry cry together makes it all 

so much sadder. She’s buried next to Grandpa in the church cemetery.

At the lunch afterwards I’m sitting beside Jerry and Lisa’s kids, my cousins. 

Ladd (which he says is short for Aladdin but is actually short for Laddington) 

is 13 and Clara is 10. Ladd tells some elephant jokes, which amuse Clara greatly. 

In the middle of her laugh, with her mouth full of cake, Clara goes rigid in her 

chair. She bobs and starts to shake.

“SEIZURE,” Ladd yells.

Across the room, “SEIZURE!” Lisa yells, then Jerry. “SEIZURE!”

Clara shakes herself onto the floor with Ladd’s help. Lisa rushes to Clara 

and puts a well-chewed piece of wooden doweling across her mouth.

“Bite, honey,” she tells Clara. “Good girl. You’re okay. Keep breathing.”

Jerry holds a folded coat under Clara’s head. Even though Ladd holds her 

ankles, Clara still shakes both her shoes off. She makes a terrified groan for 

most of the fit. It’s horrible. In five minutes, as if someone flicked a switch, 

the shaking stops, her body relaxes and Clara opens her eyes. Relief flows up 

and down the long tables as Clara regains her seat.

“I’m okay, everybody.” Clara waves weakly and smiles.

They used to think people with epilepsy were possessed by demons. I can 

see why.

On the way home, Mom and Dad surprise me with a family fact: Ladd 

and Clara are adopted.

“No Crawford blood, but lots of Crawford nurture, which is just as 

important,” says Mom. “They’re both great kids and will be quality adults.”

“So I’m the last of Grandma’s family with both Crawford blood and 

Crawford name?”
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Dad stares at me in the rear-view. “That’s right, son. You’re the caboose 

on the Crawford train.”

“That poor girl,” Mom says.

“Luck of the draw, roll of the dice when you adopt kids. Take what you 

get, though, run with it,” says Dad.
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October 1965

The wedding is a hoot!

The day is sunny, warm and bright. From the third-floor windows, 

the fall leaves have turned the town into a patchwork quilt. Other than the 

catwalk along the top of the grain elevators, this is as high up as you can get in 

Langwood, even higher than the bell tower. The little town looks pretty and 

serene, its edges melting away into fields and pasture, the blue lake reflecting 

little popcorn clouds.

The Skyview Hall, so dubbed by CC and Maryann, is decorated with a 

colourful array of streamers, paper bells and bright red cupids. Three dozen 

chairs face a suspended trellis festooned with paper flowers that sways in the 

gentle breeze from the open windows. Little wind chimes tinkle at three of 

the windows. I don’t recognize the music in the background, then realize it’s 

the soundtrack to Breakfast at Tiffany’s.

Carol runs up to me. She’s happy and kisses me a little too long. “My 

contribution to the wedding is I got to pick the pre-ceremony music. Recognize 

it, Jim?”

“From our memorable day.”

“That’s a secret only you and I know. It adds to the occasion for us. I want 

to introduce you to some people.”



• 537 •

I recognize the locals, only four so far, and Carol leads me over to two 

strangers.

“Hi, guys. I’d like you to meet Jim Crawford. Jim, these are two of CC’s 

school friends. Stacy Bryce.” I shake hands with Stacy, who is about CC’s age 

and has the curliest hair and the thickest glasses I’ve ever seen.

“Jim Crawford. Hi.”

“And this is Luke…I can’t say your last name.” Carol blushes.

Luke is closer to my age than CC’s. “Luke Tzasz. Good to know you, Jim.”

“That’s an interesting name. How do you spell it?” I ask.

“T-Z-A-S-Z. Tzasz. My dad’s Hungarian and my mom’s an Aztec goddess.” 

I chuckle with Luke and Stacy. I get the impression they are both quite high.

“We finally meet the highly touted Jim Crawford,” Luke says. “That’s an 

interesting name. How do you spell it?” Yup, they’re high. A thin girl with 

long shiny black hair takes Luke’s arm.

“This is Marni. Marni, this is Jim Crawford.”

“Hello, Jim Crawford,” she says in a deep voice. “Are you thee Jim 

Crawford?”

“Apparently I am.”

“They brought instruments and are going to play with CC later,” says Carol.

Two guitar cases, a fiddle case and a stack of drums lean next to the old 

upright piano.

“You’ll be broadcasting your music to the whole town from up here,” I say. 

“Did anyone let Danny Phelps know this is happening today?” I ask Carol.

“Oh, he’s coming. CC and him were good friends back in the day. Who 

knew?”

The guests start to arrive. I’m keen to see who else is invited. Decked-out Jack 

Burgen arrives with Elsie on his arm. He’s red-faced with happiness today and 

wears a big red rose in his lapel. Jack’s getting what he wants. Mayor Lindal and his 

wife arrive. Owner of The Langwood Bystander Ellis Trimlin and the missus come 

with the Chernobles. Carol introduces me to Cam’s sister and her two children.

Wade and Wilda Shankmann sashay in, greeted robustly by everyone. I 

shake Wade’s hand and Wilda kisses me on the cheek then wipes away her 
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lipstick. She smells very expensive and winks as she moves away from me.

“Welcome, Beryl,” says Carol as Beryl Bryter arrives.

“Wouldn’t miss this for the world,” Beryl says, hugging Carol and me. 

“You look very handsome,” she whispers in my ear.

A hubbub is starting in the room. There is so much glass around us 

that the conversation takes on a metallic crunch, tiny static that fluctuates 

around the room. The band will sound great in here. Serena and Danny 

Phelps arrive.

“Aren’t they a handsome couple,” Carol whispers.

“I was just thinking that.”

A few away people that even Carol doesn’t know groan as they reach the 

top of the three-storey staircase.

“How’s your mom?”

“Gorsey put her on that Valium and she settled right down. It’s eerie 

sometimes, because she’s so not like the Mom I’ve known all my life. She’s not 

the sexy, scenery-eating Mom, as CC calls her, any more. She’s – and I never 

thought I’d say this – Mom’s boring.”

Cam and Cassie arrive and are greeted with a round of applause from the 

attendees. Both are surprised and blush a little. Cam waves and Cassie takes a 

small humble curtsy that isn’t like her at all.

“See what I mean?” Carol says. I nod.

Everyone touches them as they move through the crowd. Jack Burgen 

hugs them both enthusiastically.

Just as the music ends, a young Negro man comes up the stairs. He’s about 

CC’s age, wears what looks like an Edwardian jacket and carries a Bible. Carol 

introduces me. “Jim, this is Ricky from The Fun Shop. Remember CC’s bowling 

shirt? Ricky is an ordained minister, too.”

“You’re the Jim that CC always talks about. Now I can put a face to the 

kudos he’s always giving you.”

I’m a little baffled. “Oh, yeah, good, good to meet you, Ricky. I like your 

bowling shirt. Are you performing the ceremony?”

“I am.” Ricky strides to the front of the room. “Hello, everyone. My name 
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is Richard Styppes. I’m a close school friend of CC’s. The happy couple is on 

their way up now. Please stand.”

Everyone rises as Carol drops the needle onto ’Til I Kissed You by the 

Everly Brothers. Just as the lyrics begin, CC and Maryann walk arm in arm into 

the hall. She looks beautiful, radiantly happy. CC has changed his appearance 

since I saw him a few days ago. His shaggy look is gone. He has a sensible 

haircut, no beard or moustache, wears a sports jacket. Carol fades the song 

after the second chorus.

CC and Maryann have written their own vows, which vary greatly from 

traditional marriage promises. They each get a chuckle from the crowd when 

CC promises not to leave toast crumbs in the butter and Maryann vows to kill 

her own spiders. Rings are exchanged and the service is over quickly.

The Caldwells hired local photographer Phyllis Bloom to shoot the wedding. 

She’s a tiny little lady, under five feet tall, who clicks away during the service and 

during the reception. Everyone gets to pose with CC and Maryann for a picture. 

In mine, Maryann puts her arms around my shoulders. All three of us are beaming.

Long tables covered with white tablecloths are set up and a bar in the 

corner, manned by Cam, offers drinks to all. The Chinese food starts arriving 

from JimJim’s who CC hired to cater the event. Carol and I have to settle for 

the Kool-Aid.

The atmosphere is happy and convivial as we dine on spring roll appetizers. 

The clanging of glasses means the newlyweds must kiss. The first three kisses 

cause a small jagged jealous knife to cut through me, but after that I feel very 

settled and happy for my friends. I’ll feel even more so after I read the room 

my wedding poem.

Near the end of the meal, CC stands up and thanks everyone for sharing 

the day with him and Maryann.

“I have some very happy news to report to you today,” says CC. “Maryann 

and I…” CC pauses for dramatic effect. The only sound is the tinkling of 

the wind chimes. I’m thinking she’s pregnant and it’s a baby announcement. 

“Maryann and I have bought The Langwood Bystander and we’re going to 

take over the paper when we get home from our honeymoon.”
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A moment of surprise becomes thunderous applause.

“Now, all of you are probably wondering why would I, with all my brains, 

schooling and fresh PhD, buy the hometown newspaper instead of following my 

education. Good question. Simple answer. I love Langwood, always have, always 

will. I want to raise my family here. I’m a small-town boy at heart, which I came 

to realize fully after a few years in the big city. I belong here, and I want to make 

a difference in people’s lives here. When I worked with Ellis as a reporter during 

high school, I enjoyed that much more than nuclear medicine…which I’ll always 

have to fall back on if this newspaper thing doesn’t work out.” A few chuckles.

I watch Maryann as CC explains their new lives. She is completely devoted 

to him, gazes lovingly at him, always a faint smile on her lips, her gorgeous 

new lips. I wonder if this is truly what Maryann wants after spending so long 

staring out the window of the Coffee Stop yearning to escape Langwood for 

good. I hope she can find contentment here.

Maryann stands and surveys the room. “It’s my turn to surprise you,” 

she says.

This’ll be the baby announcement.

“I know everyone is curious where we’re going for our honeymoon. Since 

childhood, both CC and I have had a fascination with polar bears. The best 

place to see polar bears isn’t in a zoo; it’s in Churchill up on Hudson Bay. Not 

many people know this, but right now is the best time of year to see them. So 

the day after tomorrow we’re driving to Winnipeg, flying north and spending 

four days watching polar bears and being watched by them. It’s exciting for 

us both. We’ll take lots of pictures.” Maryann puts her hand on the back of 

CC’s neck. I feel a pang of jealousy.

“After that we’re going to a secret location for a week or so, then home. 

And…there’s more. We’ve bought a house in Langwood. When we get back 

we’ll be living in the Fortune house on 4th Avenue.”

That’s across the street and two doors down from our house.

“We were lucky it came up for sale exactly when we started looking. We 

fell in love with it. Lots of bedrooms for the kids.” Maryann smiles deeply but 

there is a brief wrinkling of her brow that casts doubt on her words.
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“How many kids?” Jack asks his daughter.

“Somewhere between one and seven. That’s as specific as I can be, Daddy.” 

Jack gives a thumbs-up, evoking chuckles.

“Can you handle one more surprise, folks?” We murmur and nod. “When 

we take over The Bystander, CC will be the editor, of course. And me? My role 

will be managing the paper. For the past eighteen months I’ve been taking a 

correspondence course in newspaper business management, which is something 

only two other people here know.” She smiles at CC and at her dad. “The 

course is done and I passed with flying colours. Turns out I have a knack for 

this. And we’ll have lots of transition help from Mister Trimlin.”

“You can count on that, kids,” Ellis says.

CC stands and takes Maryann’s hand. “That’s our plans as of today, 

everybody. You know what the adage says about the best-laid plans, though, 

to which the only response is: Que sera, sera.”

CC embraces and kisses Maryann passionately to general applause and a 

few whistles. I wait for the jealous twinge to stab at me but it doesn’t happen. 

All I feel is happiness for the newlyweds and for myself.

“I know some of you have been wondering, so, just for the record,” Maryann 

says, with the most beautiful smile on her face, “I am NOT pregnant…yet!” 

Lots of laughter.

“One more thing before we get some music going. We’ve been looking 

forward to this all day,” says CC. “Jim Crawford has asked to have your 

attention so he can give us our wedding gift. Jim.”

My palms are sweaty as I stand and look around the room. The sun has set, 

the town glitters around us in the purple twilight and I feel extremely ready to 

read my poem. I don’t feel intimidated at all by the curious stares. I feel at home.

“Thanks, CC, and all the best to you and Maryann in the future. This is a great 

day for Langwood, don’tcha think, folks?” Applause. “When I got the invitation to 

the wedding I starting thinking about a gift. I mulled over the usual stuff, but settled 

on a non-traditional gift for our non-traditional couple. I wrote them a poem.”

A murmur from the assembled. My hand shakes ever so slightly as I hold 

the typed page. I clear my throat, feeling the attention of everyone in the room, 
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set the paper on the table and walk around to face CC and Maryann directly. 

This is my moment.

All week Mom has been extremely patient with me as I practiced the 

poem over and over for her. She gave me pointers on when to pause, when to 

emphasize certain words, who to look at (because parts of the poem refer to 

CC and Maryann separately) and how to create a big finish. She only made 

one suggestion for a small change in the wording. She suggested I perform it 

in front of the bathroom mirror to get my hand gestures right. I spent about 

ten hours writing the poem and ten hours rehearsing it. Mom was impressed 

that after the third reading I could recite it by heart. I knew that would knock 

them dead at the wedding.

“The poem is written from your point of view, Maryann and CC. It’s 

called I Searched for You.”

I searched for you in a dusty town with the shades drawn for the heat.

I searched for you in the lonesome shriek of a train rocketing by.

I searched the endless highway for you, white lines, broken.

I looked in libraries, at parties, in crowds, in friends, in strangers.

I traced endless lines on countless pages, hoping they led to you.

I searched for you in dreams and the cracks in the ceiling.

I searched for you in the Seeburg and found some like you, but they 

weren’t you.

Pressing A9 and B11 had to make do, but they weren’t you.

Once I almost saw your face in the sky, but clouds came too soon.

I searched for you with unwavering resolve, knowing you were doing 

the same.

I searched for you in the future and in the past.

When I noticed the present, there you were.

You’d been there all along, waiting, yearning, like me.

My search is over now.

I found you.

I found you on the rolling plains, in the yellow smoke of autumn as 

thin edges of fire cure the land again.

I found you by the rolling road, under red and green flags flapping in 

the summer breeze.

I found you after dark by a narrow lake under spruce, green water 

lapping at your toes.
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I found you in the clang of the noon bell, in the creak and tinkle of 

melting lake ice.

I found you in the hard white howl of winter wind, in the soft ripple of 

a fingertip.

I found you and now the waves of our hearts lap onto the shore of our 

bodies.

I found you and I am grateful, blessed, home at last.

I found you and I’m going to love you and love you and love you.

Forever.

I feel like I just hit a home run.

After a breathless pause, the response is raucous applause mixed with 

whistles and “Yes! Yes!” from CC, who stands up. Maryann stands up next 

to him, and soon the whole crowd is standing, clapping toward me, smiling 

at me, some wearing the You’re amazing look. I’m blushing. When everyone 

sits down, CC stays standing.

“Jim, you are amazing! Thank you for sharing your gift with us, and it is 

a sharing as much as a giving. You have a way with words, Jim, that makes full 

use of your mind and your soul based on the experiences of the bright young 

person who lives here in Langwood.” Everyone applauds as Maryann whispers 

something to CC, who grins.

“Here’s why Maryann’s course in business was easy for her, folks. She’s 

smart. She just whispered to me, ‘Let’s hire Jim as a reporter.’” Loud applause. 

“What do you say, Jim? You can have my old job.”

This new idea makes instant sense to me. I feel challenged and excited. I 

hear Grandma say, “GROW!” followed by her witchy laugh.

“I accept.”

The clapping and whistles grow louder. Maybe it’s the rarefied air up here 

three storeys above the town, but I’m feeling high, afloat. One of the windows 

is still open. I jangle the wind chimes as I sail out into the cool purple evening, 

soaring above the town, savouring the bird’s-eye view with just a whiff of 

stubble smoke in the air. The lake reflects the final shards of day, the spruce 

trees its silent skirt. I’m not surprised I don’t see my reflection in the water 

when I dive low to skim the surface.
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As I spiral upward sailing between the elevators, from way way west 

comes the hoot of a train. I can hear for miles from here: the highway cars and 

trucks, a small engine, the squeaks of hungry bats, Criddle’s dog that barks all 

night, Freezer Clement revving his motorcycle in his shed just south of town. 

Weaving in and out of the night sounds I hear a harmonica breathing life into 

Beautiful Dreamer. I know it’s Rudy but I can’t see him anywhere.

There’s Park’s house with all the lights on, our house with the drapes drawn. 

The Order Hall glows white in the full moonlight. Moon shadows dance in 

the darkness. I hear the wind chimes.

“Thank you. Thank you.” I’m still standing facing the head table. “I have printed 

copies of the poem for everybody, thanks to Mister Trimlin. Our little secret, sir. Thank 

you.” Mister Trimlin gives me a happy salute. Carol distributes copies to everyone.

“Does this happen often? You go to a wedding, read a poem and come 

home with a job. Is that rare?” I get chuckles. “Thanks, Maryann and CC. 

Am I still blushing? I think I need some fresh air.” More chuckles, but I do. 

Carol comes with me.

“In an emotional day full of surprises, you were the smash hit, Jim,” says 

Carol, holding my arm as we stand on the front stairs of the town hall. The 

cool autumn air feels good in my lungs. “You made my brother and Maryann 

very happy. CC talks about you a lot. So does Maryann. They really respect 

you. He’s always telling me to take good care of you, not to lose you.”

“I have no clue what I’ve done to make CC think that.”

“What you’ve done is be yourself, be who you are. CC knows when people 

are being true to themselves, being honest, letting their love flow. He sees that 

in you. Your poem spelled out how deep you go. To recite it from memory 

is very impressive.” Carol lowers her voice. “Someday soon I want you to 

perform your poem for me when both of us are naked.”

“Thy will be done.” I think of CC and Maryann naked and reading my 

poem to each other.

“How long did it take to write that?”

The sound of instruments being tuned wafts out the window above us.

“I worked on it over ten days. It evolved.”
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Upstairs, I repeat that to CC and Maryann who asked about the genesis 

of the poem. “Is it really that good?” I ask them.

“It’s better than good, Jim, it’s great.” CC hugs me.

“And you want me to work for The Bystander, seriously?”

“You’re exactly who we need,” says Maryann.

“Thank you…I…just…thank you,” I stutter.

“You’ll make a great reporter,” Carol assures me.

The band is composed of Stacy on drums, which consist of a snare, a small 

cymbal and three African drums; Luke on acoustic guitar; Ricky at the piano 

and Marni playing the fiddle.

Ricky stands and gets our attention. “The first dance is for Langwood’s 

newest bride and groom, Maryann and CC Caldwell.”

They launch into a smooth rendition of Waltzing Matilda, with Ricky 

singing in a rich baritone voice. The old wooden floor isn’t the greatest for 

dancing, but CC and Maryann look so happy gliding around the room. Both 

are very good dancers. Halfway through the song, they invite everyone to 

dance. Carol and I cut a bit of a rug for the rest of the night.

The band’s repertoire is all over the board. A funky version of Walk Right 

In follows The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, which has an extra long, extra 

haunting violin intro and extro from Marni and a great vocal by Ricky, followed 

by an extended Let’s Twist Again mixed with Havin’ A Party and finishing 

with Shout. Everyone is dancing; the free liquor has loosened up the adults 

very well, thank you very much Cam and Cassie Caldwell.

During a slow dance to Marni singing a plaintive version of And I Love 

Him, the Beatles’ tune gender-flipped, Wilda Shankmann cuts in and sweeps 

me away from Carol, who shrugs and chuckles. Expensive plus whisky is how 

she smells now as she takes the lead, holding me tight and close. Her breasts 

bulge out of her dress and the heat from her body is amazing. She’s quite drunk.

“Your dad is one of the sexiest men I know and he passed it along to you 

in full measure, Jim. I hear you’re sixteen now.” Her hand presses against my 

back. “Flex your shoulders,” she tells me. “Hard and strong, just like a man 

should be. And smart, too.” I feel her hand on my bum. She presses my crotch 
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into hers, whispering, “Do you think anyone would notice if we stripped down 

and fucked like animals right here on the dance floor?” Her lips graze my cheek.

“Eventually somebody would notice,” I whisper back. “But I’m game.”

“You sexy boy,” she snickers and starts to unbutton my shirt when Wade 

Shankmann cuts in.

“May I reclaim my wife, Master Crawford?” He dances her away before 

I answer, but not before she winks at me.

“Wilda used to come on to CC when he was our age, too. Watch out for her. 

Wade has a short fuse,” Carol says. Leaning in, she whispers, “Wilda was Wedge’s 

first customer years ago. She’s how he got into the business. Word of mouth.” She 

nods knowingly as she wipes lipstick from my earlobe. “Button up your shirt.”

“Aren’t you a handsome couple,” says Danny Phelps, smiling, offering his 

hand. “Good to see you, Jim, Carol.”

“We said that about you two earlier tonight,” says Carol. “Having fun?”

“It’s CC’s wedding! It’s a blast! The only thing missing is the groom’s golden 

tones with the band,” Danny says, loud enough for most everyone to hear him.

Some cheering starts, whistles, hoots. CC nods his head, takes two chairs and 

sets them facing each other in front of the band. CC gets a Gibson guitar from 

its case, tunes it slightly, walks to Maryann and, taking her hand, escorts her to 

the chair facing the band. CC sits facing her, backed by the band.

“Tonight my voice and my heart belong to only one person. I sing for 

you, my beautiful wife. The rest of you are innocent bystanders, so to speak.”

With gorgeous chiming guitar and a big rich voice that fills the room, CC 

launches into Buddy Holly’s True Love Ways, followed by a suitably nasal 

rendition of Have a Drink on Me, Lonnie Donegan’s skiffle classic. The band 

ends off the night with a rocking medley of Ticket to Ride, the Five Du-Tones’ 

hit Shake a Tail Feather and the Supremes’ Where Did Our Love Go.

The wedding winds up about 9:30. When I get home, Mom and Dad are 

eager to hear all about it. I leave out everything about The Bystander for now 

and Wilda Shankmann for ever.

“Our boy, hobnobbing with the rich people. How did your poem go 

over?” Mom asks.
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“Boom!” I make an expansive gesture with my arms.

“Yeah, the famous poem that I’ve heard about but never read,” says Dad.

“You managed to dodge all my practice sessions. Wanna hear it?”

“Sure, if you have a copy around.”

I turn off the TV, set the stage on how I delivered it and in our living room 

perform my poem with all the gusto, nuance and drama of its earlier show.

Mom applauds, but Dad looks concerned. “That’s how you did it at the 

wedding?”

I nod.

“You helped him with this, Mother?”

“I suggested he change one word. The rest is his.”

“Jim, is this really your own poem or did you find it somewhere and claim 

it as your own?”

“Dad! I don’t need to do that.”

“C’mon, Jim. ’Fess up now and we’ll all feel better,” Dad says.

“I’m creative, with an imagination that’s always in gear. I thought you 

got that.”

“Jim wrote it, John. Those are his words, his thoughts. He didn’t plagiarize it.”

Dad still doesn’t look convinced.

“Something else happened at the wedding.” I tell them about CC and 

Maryann buying The Bystander and Maryann managing it, which completely 

surprises them both. “And they bought the Fortune house down the street. 

They’ll be our neighbours.”

I’m enjoying how this information is confusing my parents, since everybody 

in town thought CC would disappear into a big-city lab for the rest of his life.

“There’s more.” My pause builds the appropriate suspense. “After I read 

my poem to the tumultuous cheers of everyone, CC and Maryann offered me 

a job as a reporter for The Bystander.”

“Oh, Jim,” says Dad. “It’s a joke. That’s silly. They were just having you 

on. Rich people like to do that.”

“You think I’m lying about this? About the poem? About the job? Well, 

you’re wrong, Dad. I don’t need to lie.”
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I close my bedroom door and sit in the dark, crestfallen. I’d like to get 

high. The TV comes back on and a few minutes later I hear Mom making a 

phone call. It’s brief. A minute later, Dad raps on my door.

“Come in.”

He opens the door and flicks on the overhead. He looks like he could use 

a stiff one.

“Mom just talked to Beryl and she said they did offer you a job and you 

accepted right there in front of everybody. It wasn’t a joke, so I’m sorry I 

didn’t believe you. I thought…I…just…the poem is so mature, so grown-up 

and wise…”

“Beryl said your poem was marvellous and true, those are her words,” 

Mom pipes up behind Dad. “And you gave everybody a printed copy?”

“I did. I thought it would make a nice keepsake for the wedding, so Mister 

Trimlin and I got together. He set up the type and printed off a hundred copies 

on good-quality paper at no charge to anybody. I signed them.” I pull two 

copies out of my desk drawer and pass them over. “Carol handed a copy to 

everyone after my reading and CC and Maryann signed them, too. So, you 

see, you don’t know everything that goes on in my life.”

They both stare at the impressive layout on the sand-coloured, textured 

paper. “Trimlin didn’t charge you for this? You didn’t pay him anything?” 

Dad asks.

“They’re good friends with the Caldwells and were at the wedding. Mister 

Trimlin saw it as a gift for the newlyweds.”

“That’s very thoughtful of Jim, eh, John? A lovely gift they’ll treasure,” 

says Mom.

Dad gives me the silent stare that’s always hard to read. There is anger, 

shame, guilt and even a touch of the You’re amazing look, but they are reined 

in, harnessed. I’m never sure what he’ll do next.

“Very good, Jim.” He holds up the poem. “Very good, son. Give your silly 

old dad a hug.” He opens his big arms and I slide into them. He whispers, “I’m 

sorry, Jim. It’s hard to keep up with you sometimes. Don’t let me hold you 

back. Stay true to yourself.”
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“Can I get in on this?” Mom nestles in between Dad and me. It’s wonderful.

“The only thing that would make this better,” I say, “is if we were doing 

it in the bathroom.” Which we do, and it is better, because we laugh together.

I give Mrs. Summons a copy of my poem the next morning and perform it 

for my English class that afternoon. There’s enough copies for everyone, so 

we spend the whole class studying the imagery, syntax, honesty, intent and 

success or failure of my poem. Several kids find meanings in it that I never 

even thought of when I wrote it. To end the class, I say I figured out that just 

because I stop writing a poem, it doesn’t mean the poem is finished, because 

when someone reads it they bring their own life and experiences to bear on 

the words, making them work in a new way. A poem is never complete until 

someone reads it and even then it lives anew in the next reader.

Mrs. Summons flutters her eyelids, a nervous tic, at my comment. “That’s 

a very deep revelation, Jim. You’ve touched the place where stories live, stated 

how they keep breathing there where our past and future meet, how they 

are resuscitated with every reading.” She stops and stares at me until I feel 

uncomfortable and my classmates titter. “Fellow classmates of Jim Crawford, 

if I was you I’d put my copy of Jim’s poem away somewhere safe, because 

when he’s a world-renowned writer it might be worth a buck or two, especially 

since he’s signed it. Thank you, Jim.”

The bell sounds. On my way out, Mister Shine nabs me. “Jim, I read 

your wonderful poem and would like you to read it at assembly tomorrow 

morning. Okay?”

My pause causes him to wrinkle his brow. “Thanks very much, Mister 

Shine, I’ll pass. Sorry.”

He’s surprised. “Really? Why is that, Jim?”

“I don’t want it to be overexposed. It’s had two performances, one at the 

wedding, one here. That’s enough. It should develop a performance mythology. 

Cushie wants to put it in the yearbook and someone’s tacked it to the bulletin 
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board so people can read it. The words are out there. They’ll just have to 

imagine me performing it.”

It takes him a few beats, but he understands. “Writer’s prerogative, 

controlling your work, creating mythology and mystery. Got it. Excellent 

writing and thinking, Jim.”

Carol and I share a Pepsi at JimJim’s after school.

“I conked out about one, but the band played on in our rumpus room 

til three, CC and Maryann, too. Joints were passed, glasses filled. You were 

missed. They were all still asleep when I left this morning.”

“I had a ball at the wedding. Afterwards, not so much. Dad hadn’t read the 

poem, so I performed it for him. He thought I plagiarized it and he didn’t believe 

me when I told him about the Bystander job. Mom straightened everything 

out. You know what he told me later? That sometimes it’s hard for him to keep 

up with me and to not let him hold me back.”

“He sees you’ve outstripped his dreams of who he wants you to be. He’s 

setting you free to become who you need to be.”

“Dad said to be true to myself.”

“There’s your guiding rule to become who you need to be.”

I fall into Carol’s brown eyes. “I have the wisest girlfriend in the world.”

“Yes, you do.”

When I get home Mom says, “I had phone calls from two of your teachers 

today.”

“Oh?”

She’s wearing the You’re amazing look. Good. “Mrs. Summons called after 

your English class and told me all about it and what you said you learned today. 

She’s very impressed with you, Jim Crawford.” Mom gives me one of her funny 

sloppy kisses. “She told me about a summer writing camp for promising high 

school writers. She wants to recommend you for it. It’s a week long and very 

prestigious, she said.”

“I don’t want to go to some camp in the bush to write for a week.”

“Actually, it takes place at the University of Winnipeg, right downtown, 

and you stay in the on-campus residence for a week. I thought you’d like that.”
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“That’s different, for sure. I’d enjoy that. Who else called?”

“Principal Shine.”

“Oh oh.”

“Why oh oh?” I shrug. “Mister Shine called to confirm that he wants to 

send you to the writing camp and would like to meet to discuss it. He thought 

your poem showed, and I quote him, ‘remarkable depth and maturity well 

beyond your years.’”

I chuckle at myself. Everybody’s tryin’ to be my baby chimes through my 

head.

“Sounds like fun, yes? We’ll see what your father thinks.”

We exchange the most intimate expression that my mother and I share, the 

one that says he’s coming home drunk tonight.

“Park and me work out at 7:30.”

There’s a rap on the side door.

Mom lets CC and Maryann in. “Kids, what a surprise! Congratulations! 

Come in, come in.”

“Hi, Mary. Hi, Jim.” Mom can’t take her eyes off of Maryann and they 

freeze into an uncomfortable tableau vivant in our kitchen.

“You’re staring, Mom,” breaks the moment.

CC hugs me. Maryann hugs me and kisses me on the cheek. She backs away, 

grinning. “We couldn’t leave on our honeymoon without seeing you, Jim.”

“Your wedding was great fun.”

“It was better than we imagined,” says CC. “We’ll always treasure your 

special moment in our day, Jim. Brilliant, that’s all, just brilliant.”

“Since I had two wonderful people to write for and about, it was sheer 

pleasure. My Muse was real and present, weighing words with me and sharing 

the caring I have for both of you. You’re staring, Mom.”

“Jim, it’s okay. I’m used to it,” says Maryann. “Have a good look, Mary. 

See what wonders can be achieved in the new field of plastic surgery. Come 

over here into the light.”

“You are such a lucky man, CC.”

“I know, Jim. Lucky to have you on board for The Bystander, right?”
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“Oh yeah. I’m keen, CC.”

“Good. That makes me very happy. We’ll inspire each other, okay?”

“Sure. When do I start?”

“We’re starting at the paper after the honeymoon, but that’ll be a learning 

time for me and Maryann, with the help of Ellis. We officially financially take 

over the paper on January first. That’s when you start. We’ll discuss details 

before that, though.”

Mom hugs Maryann and wishes her a wonderful honeymoon. She hugs 

CC and gives him a smoochy kiss on the lips. I hug them both and wish them 

a happy life together. Mom stares them out the door.

“Isn’t that some stuff,” Mom mutters over and over. She’s hazy. “Some 

stuff.” She opens the cupboard above the fridge, takes down a bottle, clinks 

two ice cubes into her mug and fills it three-quarters with scotch, muttering 

away to herself. She looks at me.

“What? He’s not coming home sober. Dinner just needs heating. Turn 

on the oven, 300 degrees. I never thought I’d live to see something like that. 

I wonder how it’s done.” Mom plops down in her chair. She drifts off into 

thoughtfulness. A little vein on the side of her forehead pulses along with the 

flow of ideas and possibilities she envisions.

The oven is heated. I open the door and slide the casserole in, wondering 

if I should take the foil off. Leave it on, Mom wordlessly communicates from 

her chair. Twenty-five minutes. I set the timer. She tries the Texaco office twice. 

No answer. The timer rings as the 6:30 news is starting.

Mom finishes up her mug and rinses it under the faucet as I dish out the 

casserole.

“That’s better,” she says, sitting down.

“I’m eating light for workout night, but those crusty buns look good.” I 

have two.

I leave for Park’s at 7:15. Still no Dad.
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Looks like the application for me to attend the summer writing course in 

Winnipeg is a go. Mom came to the school after class this week and met with 

Mister Shine and Mrs. Summons and me.

“This is a great deal for everybody,” Mister Shine says. “The week-long 

course is paid for by the province, bed and board is paid for by the school 

division and we’ve found a local sponsor who is very willing to contribute a 

cash stipend of spending money for you.”

“Who’s that?” I ask.

Mom knows, but she’s not saying. The shine in her eyes always gives her 

away.

“The new owners of The Bystander, CC and Maryann Caldwell, are giving 

you $200 in spending money for your stay in Winnipeg.”

“Wow!”

“The next step is to fill in the application form, which we’ve already done. 

Look it over to make sure everything is correct.”

Mom and me study the two-page document. Looks right.

“All they ask for is one sample of your writing,” says Mrs. Summons. “I 

think your poem for the wedding should be your choice.”

Mom is nodding, so is Mister Shine. “So it is,” I say.

“Write about 50 words on the story behind the poem, its context. I think 

the setting for it is important. It adds to the poem’s heartfeltfulness. Is that a 

word, Mrs. Summons?” Mister Shine chuckles.

“I’ll bring that in tomorrow. Thank you for picking me for this. I’ll do 

my best.”

“We know, Jim. That’s why we picked you. They’ll let us know before 

Christmas if you’ve been selected to attend. There are 75 students applying for 

25 spots. Pretty good odds, plus we have Jim Crawford,” says Mister Shine.

Mom and me walk home together. She clings to my arm like a school girl. “I’m 

so proud of you, my sharp son. How about if I buy you a pop at the bakery?”

“How about JimJim’s instead?”

“Sure. I’ve been trying to picture you in front of all those classy people 

at the wedding, taking them all somewhere they’ve never been before but still 
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making it feel familiar. You made the mundane magical for them for a few 

moments. You made the day-to-day dust of their lives do a new dance before 

their minds’ eyes and you left them gape-mouthed, agog with surprise and 

admiration. Every word, every gesture, every look, perfectly performed as 

rehearsed. And I see you in the centre of a standing ovation, feeling humility 

and elation at once as only youth can experience it. Am I close?”

“That’s how it went, Mom.” We’re the only customers and slide into a 

window booth. JimJim rushes to plug in the jukebox and attends our table 

nodding and smiling.

“Hello, JimJim. I’m having a coffee mug with two ice cubes and a bottle of 

7Up,” Mom says. “Oh, and a bag of those Old Dutch Bar-B-Q potato chips.” 

JimJim nods.

“Stubby orange with a glass. Thanks.”

“JimJim has those craters on his face from having the smallpox earlier in 

his life,” Mom half-whispers to me.

“I know. You’ve told me that before. Mom, I need to tell you what happened 

as I stood in the middle of all those clapping people. I felt loved in a whole new 

way. Not just loved by people or loved by the town, but loved by the very 

idea of the town and the people and the sense of belonging and community 

that idea requires. It was humbling. I felt so light and floaty that I sailed out 

the window and swooped up and down over the town and the lake, free from 

my body. In a split-second I travelled up and down every street in Langwood, 

every piece of it completely familiar, and yet at that moment it was uncommon, 

mysterious, hiding unknown interiors. My curiosity was aroused like never 

before. I arrived back in the room elated.”

Mom’s eyes are quite big. JimJim brings our order. Mom tears open the 

chip bag so we can share. I think of Grandma and her potato chips.

“You’re right, Mom. That night humility and elation brought their friend 

gratitude with them. I’ve had several opportunities lately to realize what a lucky 

person I am. I can’t count the ways of my luck, so I’m just grateful for it all.”

“Next summer you’ll be at the writing camp. How exciting!”

“As we sat in Mister Shine’s office today I had the sudden feeling that I 
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wasn’t going to be accepted for the camp. If I’m wrong, great. But I’m not.”

“Can I still hope anyway?” asks Mom.

“I’m counting on it.”

“We’ll know by Christmas.”

The next Saturday I join Percy for an abbreviated west run. He’s been to 

Benderglen already this week for a jukebox repair. The day is bright, but gusty 

north winds blow in.

Percy has his thermos of coffee on the seat between us, a Black Cat Plain 

hanging from his lips and the heat turned up full blast in the Nomad as we 

head toward Brindle.

“Lots of news around town this week, some of it involving you, Jim.”

“The Caldwell wedding, you mean?”

“And the rumour they bought The Bystander and you’ll be working with 

them.”

“Not a rumour, Percy. All true. CC and Maryann bought the paper.”

“I’m sure Cam is the Daddy Warbucks behind that deal. The Caldwells 

have money to burn. I thought CC had some big education.”

“He has a PhD in nuclear medicine, whatever that is. CC worked on the 

newspaper when he was my age.”

“I remember reading his reporting. He was good. You’ll have to strive 

to be as good. Dig out some old Bystanders from the morgue and read CC’s 

columns.”

“The morgue?”

“That’s where all the old back issues of newspapers are stored.”

“I’ve never heard the word used that way before. A suitable metaphor. 

Wanna know how I got the job?”

“Something about a poem you wrote.”

I explain about my poem and its result and slip an envelope onto the seat 

between us. “I brought you a copy of my poem.”
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“Thanks, Jim. Tell me about the wedding.”

As we pull up and park in front of Lofty’s Restaurant I finish the story: 

“And they lived happily ever after. I hope.”

“I’m glad CC and Maryann are staying here. Lots of people feel that way.”

Lofty bellows a hello at us. Percy doffs his fedora, I wave and smile. It 

always takes me a minute to accept Lofty’s eye patch and missing ear.

“What’s hot these days in the world of the jukebox, boys? Whatever it is, 

I want it in my box.”

“And so it shall be, Lofty,” says Percy. “We have nothing but the best.”

Percy splits the AMi jukebox and I get to switch the records while he slips 

across the street to Pitcairn’s beer parlour to tend its jukebox. The hottest title is 

the Lovin’ Spoonful’s Do You Believe in Magic? I never tire of this fun song. Sonny 

and Cher, The Beatles’ Yesterday and Roy Head are popular. I add in the Animals’ 

We Gotta Get Out of This Place, Positively 4th Street by Bob Dylan, Get Off of 

My Cloud by the Stones and a weird little song by the Castaways called Liar, Liar.

As I chamois the outside of the box, Lofty says, “I don’t know if I should ask 

this or not. You told me a while back that your mom caught the cancer. How is she?”

“That was over two years ago and she’s doing great. The radiation she got 

killed any more cancer in her and she feels good.”

“I’m happy for her, and for you and your dad. Cancer killed both my 

parents when I was about your age. I hope your luck holds up. How about a 

piece of pie on me?”

“You got raisin?”

“A la Mode?”

I nod. “Thanks, Lofty.”

As I finish my pie, Percy returns with a small bag of change. He takes the 

coin box from the AMi and counts it alone at a table, making notes in his little 

book. He takes $78 from his wallet and hands it to Lofty. “Not bad for nine 

days,” says Percy. Lofty smiles and pockets the cash.

“That Beatles song, Yesterday, gets played by all ages of people, I’ve noticed. 

Even saw Ethel here pop a dime in one day and play it.” Lofty motions to the 

two old ladies at the counter and chuckles.
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In the Nomad, as we pull out of the valley onto the flatland, I’m working 

through a Beatles thing.

“Percy, when Lofty said the old ladies played Yesterday, I got a very strange 

feeling. I was jealous, I guess. The Beatles are mine; they play for teenagers, 

not old ladies.”

“Sounds like you’re possessive about them, rather than jealous. You want 

to keep them as your own.”

“That’s closer to how I feel. Possessive.”

“Jim, like the moon, The Beatles belong to everyone. They are a cultural 

phenomenon that appeals directly to you and your generation, a symbol of 

youthful rebellion. But, now and then, depending on the lilt of the song and 

the tilt of their hat, they will appeal to older people, too.”

“I just want them to make a rock and roll record that’s so crazy and wild 

that little old ladies will never ever like it.”

“They’ve done that before. I’m sure The Beatles will do it again. New 

topic: how’s school going? Grade 10, right?”

“Ten. It’s a breeze.”

“Favourite subject?”

“Carol Caldwell.” We chuckle.

“You’re a cute couple. Is she a good girl or a bad girl?”

“She’s both, Percy.”

“Good for you, Jim. Always fuck with a safe on.”

“Always. All the Caldwells like me, especially CC. Him and Maryann 

make a handsome couple, eh?”

“That is some transformation she went through! Who’d have dreamed that 

could happen? She’s damn near beautiful now.”

“I’ve always thought Maryann was beautiful.”

Percy looks at me. “You okay with her marrying CC?”

“I am now. Worked through it. We’re good friends. I’m keen to work with 

them on the paper. That reminds me…” I tell Percy about Jack and Maryann 

dancing at the Coffee Stop and ask how Jack gets his song to play without 

touching the jukebox.
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“What Jack Burgen wants, Jack Burgen gets.”

“No, seriously, tell me how he does it.”

“I just did,” Percy says as we pull up to Emok’s Bar and Grill in Flaxen.

Inside the restaurant, Percy hands me 16 records, opens the Seeburg and 

says, “She’s all yours. Take your time,” and saunters off to the bar. It’s just after 

noon and the lunch crowd fills two tables and a booth, keeping the lone waitress 

on her toes. Several people come over to see what the inside of a jukebox looks 

like. I go through the routine: checking the play counter, making mental notes 

of slow songs to switch out, changing the records, checking the belts and stylus 

and adding the new title cards to the display.

By the time I’m doing the chamois work, the restaurant has emptied out 

and the waitress – her name tag says Sheila – sits down at a table next to me.

“Hi. I’m Sheila.” She’s older, out of high school, her raven hair piled into 

a beehive, freshly applied bright red lipstick, pretty.

“Jim.”

“I’ve been watching you.”

“I know.”

“You know what I like best about you, Jim?”

“What?”

Before she can answer, Percy and Big Red walk in from the bar. Sheila gets 

up and goes to the kitchen.

“Jim, how nice to see you again.” Big Red extends her big hand and we 

shake. Percy takes out the Seeburg’s coin box and counts in a booth.

“Percy tells me you’re a poet.”

“More of a scribbler than a poet.”

Sweating, with a towel over his shoulder, Emok Killabrew comes out of 

the kitchen and greets us. “Can I fix you boys something?”

“Fried egg sandwich on brown,” says Percy from across the room.

“Denver sandwich, please.” I say.

“You got it.” He disappears back into the kitchen.

Percy slides the coin box back in, locks the jukebox and joins Big Red and me 

at our table. Emok brings the food. Percy hands him $51. “Good week, Emok.”
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While we eat, Big Red, in a sexy, offhand way, tells some jokes that Mom 

would call blue. Her punch lines are perfect. I use the washroom before we 

head out. As I’m leaving, Sheila slips me a note and winks.

In the Nomad I ask Percy, “Wanna know what Sheila, the waitress in there, 

likes best about me?”

“Sure.”

I hold up the note. It says: Your cute butt.

On the short jaunt to Stacy I want to ask Percy how he’s doing living alone 

with the grief, but I’m not sure how. He appears happy enough, just as he was 

before Laurel died, but there’s sadness in his eyes.

The new record by the Rolling Stones comes on the Nomad’s radio. “This 

is a fun song,” I say during Get Off of My Cloud. “I think it’ll be a big hit. 

And the new Supremes, I Hear a Symphony, too.”

“On our last trip we had a good conversation about advertising. Since then, 

have you looked at commercials and ads differently?”

“Yeah, with Mom’s help. She came up with an idea that we’re trying. When 

we get a new magazine in the mail we both scan through it quickly, reading 

here and there and moving on. After that we sit down together and look at 

every ad, trying to figure out how it works.”

“You’re so lucky to have a creative teacher mom.”

“Tell me about it. We do the same thing with TV commercials. They all 

want the same thing, don’t they?”

“What is it they want?”

“My money. And they want to fondle my balls, too.”

“Blunt but excellent distillation of advertising in general. An easy route to 

your money is to distract you with sex. Advertising is about fuckin’, like I said.”

“How do you know this stuff, Percy?”

“I learned it when I was a spy during…”

“Yeah, yeah. Percy Bond, James’ big brother. I know.”

“Sure you do. You got me.” Percy chuckles and grins.
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November 1965

The first dance of the year at Langwood High is Saturday, November 6. 

Boy’s social rep Dennis Layton has hired a band from Winnipeg called 

The Esquires. There was a big debate at the student council meeting because 

the band is incredibly expensive. They want $250 for the dance! Considering 

they’re a five-piece band that has to travel three hours each way, it seems fair 

to me. The Esquires have a record out that CKY plays now and then, a very 

British-sounding ditty called Carnaby Birds. Mister Shine had to finally okay 

the cash amount.

Carol and me were planning on going together, of course, but on Wednesday 

she came down with a bad flu. Her mom is keeping her in bed on Doctor 

Gorsey’s orders. He’s been to their house twice now to see how she’s doing. 

Word’s gotten around that Carol’s sick so who’s Jim taking to the dance, anyway?

Cretia Cumberland and Galeen Louton, two Grade 12 girls, flirt with 

me at noon hour on Friday. At afternoon recess, the hottest girl in Grade 11, 

Carmel Croon, runs her hand over my bum and whispers, “I want to haul 

your ashes, boy.”

Park and me decide to go to the dance without dates.

“We’ll play the field, see who’s romping through the tundra in their undies 

seeking spoor and sperm,” raptures Park. “Lone satyrs, our cocks hard and 
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ever ready, ever engorged with the blood of our hearts, of our ancestors, living 

the ever and ever after story with all its calamity and benevolence writ large 

in seed and seduction.”

“Spoor and sperm indeed, my friend. We must proceed with our satyrism 

in earnest.”

To prepare for the evening’s events, Park and me smoke a big joint by the lake.

Because the band is so expensive, the admission to the dance is four dollars, 

an outrageous amount since most dances cost two dollars tops. Guys on dates 

watch their ten spots turn into two, just enough for two pops and a bag of 

chips at the concession stand. This creates more pressure on girls to put out. 

The economics of teenage fucking, as Park and me dub this new study, soon 

to be offered as a university major, we agree.

But the price hasn’t kept the kids away. By nine, when the Esquires are 

halfway through their first set, the room is nearly full, almost 200 kids, I bet. 

Dennis Layton is parading around the gym telling his friends they’ve paid for 

the band three times over already.

As soon as we arrive, Park and me are descended upon by girls from away. 

Prue, the Scarriage Hotel waitress, comes over and kisses me on the cheek, 

taking my arm. Gloria and Jeanette from Hammock come from the other 

direction. Gloria smiles, nuzzles my ear and takes my other arm. The two 

girls sneer at each other.

Jeanette takes Park’s arm and gives him a big kiss on the mouth. Her 

breath smells of beer. He responds by taking her in his arms, dipping her, a 

kiss, dipping her again, a kiss, and standing her up, twirling her and pointing 

her away from him.

When she turns, Park waves her goodbye, does a funny hoedown dance 

and walks away.

As the Esquires finish up a pretty decent version of the Shadows’ The 

Rise and Fall of Flingel Bunt, the girls on my arms are hissing and growling 

at each other.

“HEY!” I shout, breaking away from them, stepping backwards and 

clapping twice. “HEY! YOU TWO – PARKING LOT – NOW!” Two more 
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claps. In their surprise, they obey, followed by a curious crowd of onlookers 

and hangers-on.

Neither Park nor I attend the outdoor event; the results will be known 

shortly. Instead, we grab a couple of Grade 12 girls from Langwood and 

give them a good hard swing to The Hippy Hippy Shake. I choose Cretia 

Cumberland. She’s so excited she spends most of the dance waving to her 

friends and pointing at me. For Do Wah Diddy Diddy I switch to Gabriella 

Tucson, another Grade 12 girl, who does a gypsy variation on the Twist that 

is sexual and very exciting. At the end of the song Mister Shine is shaking his 

head and wagging his finger at Gabby from the sidelines. She flips her skirt, 

tosses her hair and walks away with a very sexy sway.

Reports are arriving from the parking lot. Seems Prue and Gloria went two 

rounds and were about to start the third when Miss Quince grabbed them by the 

hair and stood them on their tiptoes squealing. Both look the worse for wear, 

with bleeding scratches and ripped clothes. They are told to get out of town 

right now and never come to a dance in Langwood again. Miss Quince can be 

very convincing. The Esquires launch into Gloria to end their first set. Perfect.

As Park and me are leaving the gym for some fresh air, Pam and Ella from 

Benderglen are just arriving.

“Hello, boys,” Pam says. “Are you guys alone?”

“Hey, girls. We are worthlessly alone,” Park says.

“Wanna go for a ride?” says Ella. “I got the car.”

“I’m game,” I say and we head toward a big Oldsmobile.

Pam and me sit in the backseat, Ella and Park in the front. We drive to the 

cemetery and park behind the maintenance shack. The girls are as horny as 

we are. My first back seat and Park’s first front seat fuck ensue. Ella and Pam 

like to talk dirty when they have sex, which makes Park and me extra excited. 

The car gets extremely hot, the windows steam up. Our motions sync up and 

the Olds rocks gently. The smell of fucking fills the car.

Pam comes first with a wail that sends shivers down my spine and entices 

me to hold off a little longer so she can get her full measure of pleasure. Ella 

is next after a loud stuttered announcement followed by Park’s deep groans 
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and wild howls. Just as I’m about to come, CKY plays my new favourite 

song, Mystic Eyes by Them. Park turns up the radio. The pulsing beat driven 

by the crazy harmonica and fluttering organ impels me to fuck fast and hard, 

making Pam gasp and scream; her nails dig into my back. Sweat pours off me 

and glistens on Pam’s bare breasts. Pressed deep inside her, I come mightily 

in a rubber.

Pam whispers to me, “I’m calling you Mojo Plus from now on.”

Four young mostly naked bodies in the throes of passion and orgasm 

float in the afterglow, manifest in small mutterings and raw caresses. Although 

I want to spend more time enjoying Pam’s naked body, she starts to get 

dressed, as does Ella. Park and me follow suit. As we drive back to town the 

girls become increasingly aloof. Arriving at the school, they give us both a 

peck on the cheek.

“Let’s cut a rug to the Esquires. What do you think, girls?” says Park.

“We didn’t come to dance, we came to fuck, and you’ve set the bar very 

high, both of you,” says Ella.

“Very, very high,” says Pam.

When we get out of the car the girls linger in the parking lot, watching the 

crowd. Two Grade 12 boys from Scarriage arrive. The girls approach them and 

they all drive off together in the Oldsmobile.

“Nymphos,” says Park. “One cock is too many and a hundred isn’t enough.”

“They seemed to enjoy our cocks. Those Scarriage boys have their work 

cut out for them.” We chuckle.

The Esquires doing a Beatles medley lures us back into the gym, which is 

shoulder to shoulder now. The whole crowd is dancing, hooting and whistling 

with an edge of crazy excitement. Young horny bodies pressed together, loud 

hot music and a hint of some new power, maybe even frenzy. We find a couple 

of girls from our class and dance with the abandon and enthusiasm of the 

recently fucked.

The Esquires are a great band, worth every penny the council spent on 

them. They cover mostly British hits, with a few exceptions, expressing just 

the right amount of joy in every tune. Although their harmonies are tight, they 
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do a so-so job on Carnaby Birds, their own record. I guess it’s not that great 

of a song after all. CKY always announces who’s playing at the community 

clubs on the weekend and the Esquires are usually mentioned. PJ the DJ even 

said they were playing in Langwood.

At Monday morning assembly, Dennis Layton declares the dance a huge 

success. Most of us clap and hoot in agreement. Dennis says they sold the 

maximum number of tickets allowed for the size of the gym and there were 

kids who had to be turned away. Between the gate and the concession, we took 

in $1,145.56. The expenses, including the band, were $389.12, giving us a clear 

profit of $756.44. Dennis puts up a sheet on the bulletin board for kids to give 

suggestions on how to spend this money for good causes, events and so on.

After supper a few days later, Mom and Dad want to have a serious talk. They 

ask me if I’m still bent on becoming a DJ instead of a doctor. I am.

“Then you’re going to be a very good disc jockey. We want you to start 

researching schools where you can learn to be a DJ and even learn about other 

things like television,” Dad says. “There is probably a range of such places, from 

fly-by-nighters to reputable schools, which is where we want you to go. The sooner 

we figure out the school, the sooner we can all start saving up to send you there.”

Dad does most of the talking, Mom seems sad about it all. I’m all tingly.

“Grandma said you’d come around.”

“Grandma did. When did she tell you that?”

“When you were in Brandon, she came to me just after she died.”

Mom and Dad look at each other with raised eyebrows and shrugs.

“That’s not all she said. After I get the DJ thing out of my system, as she 

put it, I’ll become a teacher, apparently, a very good teacher. That will be the 

most satisfying work of my life, she said.”

“The next best thing to being a doctor, son, is being a teacher,” Mom says. 

She has tears in her eyes.

“Did Grandma say anything else?” Dad asks.
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“She told me my life will have tragedy and bliss and that she will always 

love me. Finally she told me to grow, just like at her apartment, then she giggled 

and disappeared. I don’t know why, but I should tell you what my fortune 

cookie from the Hollyhock Café said.”

They are keenly interested, especially Dad.

“It said, Nothing is impossible for you. In your life you will make beautiful 

mistakes.”

“Amen,” Mom says.

Dad nods. “That sounds like our Jim, eh, Mother?”

Mom’s wiping away tears with a pink Kleenex.

“Thank you for understanding me and believing in me.” We family-hug, 

which breaks in a few seconds. We look at each other, proceed to the bathroom 

and hug there, chuckling.

The Number One song on the day my parents want me to be a DJ is 1-2-3

by Len Barry.

Painted white and always flaking, the Langwood Rink is a huge arched 

wooden structure. The creaking of the wooden rafters as they shift in the 

deep winter cold, the snap of the wood and the trickle of hoarfrost that 

flakes off the beams and settles down onto the ice accompany the distinct 

smell of the paint used to mark in the lines for hockey games. One side of 

the rink has a few rows of wooden bleachers, the other has penalty boxes, 

storage and standing room. We rely on the prairie winter to keep the ice 

frozen solid.

The warm waiting room has a row of windows looking onto the ice. Our skate 

blades make dull thuds on the rough wooden floor, punctuated now and then by 

the startling scream of metal against metal when skate blade and floor nail meet. 

The doors to the rink are closed by weights on pulleys. One step off the loving ice, 

where grace is possible if unlikely, onto the floorboards changes everyone from 

potential glider to certain wobbler, balancing on thin metal feet.
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Hockey games and the annual ice carnival, figure skating lessons and public 

skating find a home at the rink, as does the occasional concert. In 1959, the Ink 

Spots came to perform in Langwood on a cobbled-together stage in the damp 

summer rink. It seemed oddly wrong to be inside the rink in summer, walking 

on the never-quite-dry ground that usually supported the ice. The Lions Club 

sold tickets to the Ink Spots. Dad asked me to go door to door on our street 

and try to sell some of his tickets to the show.

I knocked on old Mrs. Stewart’s door. She promptly scolded me about selling 

tickets to a “darkies” show and that it was something a good Scottish lad should 

never do and that she would call my parents and give them a talking-to. Mrs. 

Stewart’s Scottish accent was so strong that I understood little of what she said, 

but her mood was clear. I was ten, with little understanding of her prejudice.

The rink provided me with the knowledge I would never be a hockey 

player or a figure skater; just someone who enjoyed a free skate with peers, our 

bodies hormonal sheaths, our adolescent laughter echoing among the frosted 

rafters of the huge space.

The Langwood rink has free public skating most evenings all winter long 

when there isn’t a hockey game on. I meet Carol at the rink for some fun on 

ice. Our usual cavorting didn’t happen tonight because of a guy named Horst. 

Horst is a cousin of Tina Beschuk and is visiting from Toronto. He’s tall, dark 

and handsome and an excellent figure skater, which catches Carol’s attention 

right away. His graceful movements on the ice have most of the girls fascinated 

with him. Carol is a member of the Langwood Figure Skating Club and fancies 

herself an accomplished skater. I tease her about being a ballerina on ice and 

she retorts by saying I have two left skates.

Horst asks Carol if she’d like to do some figure skating moves with her. 

She obliges too happily. Everyone watches them glide around the rink, adding 

new elements of grace to the rink’s standard song, Yellow Bird by the Arthur 

Lyman Group. As I watch them doing something that obviously makes them 

both very happy I’m caught up in strong twinges of jealousy.

While everyone is enthralled with the poise and beauty of the couple, I 

notice occasional glances at me from the other kids, checking my reaction. I 
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decide I’m not keeping my jealousy in control, retreat to the waiting room, 

take off my skates and leave, trudging home through the cold windy night.

“You’re home early,” Mom says.

“Feeling tired tonight.”

“Are you sick?”

“Naw, just beat. I’m going to bed.”

Lying in my warm bed with images of my girl and Horst skating through 

my mind, I feel anger and resentment toward Carol. These are new feelings 

for me to have about her and I don’t like them. Sadness starts to grow in me. 

Music will help me. I put the earplug in and turn on my York. CKY plays a 

song I’ve never heard before. Simple acoustic guitar supports the song’s first 

lines: Hello darkness, my old friend, I’ve come to talk with you again.

By the end of the song I am weeping quietly. There is a tap on my door.

“Jim, what’s wrong?”

“Oh, Mom.”

She sits on my bed and hugs me. “Can you tell me?”

I tell her what happened at the rink, how I feel and about the song I just 

heard. She listens with her full attention. There is nothing more precious and 

comforting than a mother’s complete attention.

“My sensitive boy,” she says as she holds me and runs her fingers through 

my hair. “Love stirs such desire in a young heart finding its way in a complicated 

world. The path is never smooth and the understandings along the way are seldom 

clear. I know you have felt jealousy before. You told me about your feelings for 

Maryann and I told you to be her friend. You and Carol are more than just friends 

and you feel you have much more to lose with her. Your love for her is strong 

and important to you. This guy is just a momentary diversion for her, someone 

to have innocent fun with. He’ll leave Langwood and she’ll forget all about him, 

but you’ll still be here loving her, being her friend. Does that help, Jim?”

“You are so smart, Mom. I love you.” We hug harder.

“There’s a few pancakes left from lunch. Wanna share them with me?”

We sit at the kitchen table spreading strawberry jam on cold pancakes with 

glasses of cold milk. We laugh and share the moment.
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“Can you sleep now?”

“Pretty sure. Thanks, Mom, for being you.”

“Ditto, son, ditto.”

I hear Dad come home from the Lions Club meeting just as I’m drifting off.

All weekend CKY has been announcing they will debut the new Beatles record 

on Monday. This one’s got me very excited because the DJs are saying it’s “a 

new sound” for The Beatles.

I pop into Peel’s on Saturday afternoon.

“New Beatles on Monday,” Percy says, looking up from a trade paper.

“Very excited. CKY’s been chattering about it all day.”

“It says here the songs are called Day Tripper and We Can Work It Out and 

there’ll be a new album out on December 9th called Rubber Soul. The paper 

says, ‘Day Tripper is stripped-down rock and roll with an indelible guitar riff.’ 

Riff? Do you know what that is, Jim?”

“A riff is a guitar pattern that’s repeated and forms the basis of the song. 

Something new, I guess, according to Song Hits. I like the sound of ‘stripped-

down rock and roll.’ Something not for little old ladies, I’m hoping.”

Percy chuckles.

I love new Beatles information. “Sounds good to me. Day Tripper. What 

a funny name for a song.”

“You’ve never heard the term? It’s British, meaning people who go for day 

trips, Sunday drives, a day in the country. Day tripping.”

“Sounds very British. Rubber Sole?”

“Soul is spelled S-O-U-L.”

“Huh. Rubber Soul. Intriguing as ever.”

“I heard you got nominated for some kind of writer’s camp?”

“I had a premonition that I’m not going to be accepted for it.”

“That poem you wrote for the Caldwell wedding displayed your keen 

awareness of things around you filtered through your active imagination and 
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the real feelings you have for CC and Maryann. Very well done. Good luck.”

“Thanks, Percy. Slim hope, though.”

Monday afternoon finally rolls around. My imagination has run wild with 

the idea of stripped-down rock and roll, naked and raw, thumbing its nose at 

the world. CKY will play both sides of the new record at 4:45 and 5:10 this 

afternoon. Mister Shine asks me to see him before I go home for the day. I’m 

anxious about missing the songs. I tap on his door.

“Ah, Jim, come in. Sit.”

“I don’t have a lot of time today, because…”

“I know. New Beatles record. This won’t take long. It’s about the writer’s 

camp in Winnipeg next summer. I got a letter with the list of people accepted.”

“I’m not on it.”

He pauses and dims his brow. “That’s right. You didn’t get accepted. Sorry 

about that, Jim. How did you know?”

“I always knew, just knew, that’s all. I get premonitions sometimes.”

“I hope you’re not too disappointed.”

“Not at all. Thanks for letting me know. Can I go?”

“Do you want to tell your mother or should I give her a call?”

“She wasn’t feeling well when I left at lunch, so I’ll tell her.”

On my way home I’m relieved I don’t have to go to writer’s camp, but I’m 

not looking forward to telling Mom and Dad. I’m much more excited about 

the new Beatles record. I find Mom’s note: 3:05 Hi Dear, Coffee at Hazel’s. 

I got jambusters. Love, Mom. Good, she’s feeling better. The jambusters are 

gooey and fresh from the bakery.

Mom comes home just before the first song is about to play but leaves 

with her grocery tote for a quick trip to the LLP. Daryl B sounds very excited.

“Since last year about this time, we’ve had five new Beatles records: I Feel Fine, 

Eight Days a Week, Ticket to Ride, Help! and Yesterday. All great songs, but something 

new is afoot. Are you ready for the next stage of The Beatles? Well, are you? Good, 

because CKY has the Manitoba exclusive to Day Tripper. Turn up your radio!”

The guitar riff is low down and nasty as the rest of the band joins in. Paul 

and John share the vocals with excellent harmonies. The station overlaps 
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George’s wild break with “A CKY Exclusive-sive-sive.” It fades with Ringo 

doing neat drum fills. Daryl B plays it again and it’s even better the second 

time. Stripped-down rock and roll describes it perfectly. I love it. Another new 

song to come after the 5:00 news.

Daryl B’s excitement is building. “We’re calling this another two-sided 

hit for The Beatles, so expect to be hearing both Day Tripper and the flipside 

We Can Work It Out a lot on CKY in the days and weeks to come. This is the 

Manitoba premiere of The Beatles’ We Can Work It Out.”

I’ve never heard anything like this before! There is a drony organ and an 

oom pah band; Paul and John both sing parts of it, but there are no choruses 

in the ordinary sense. Paul sings brightly, John sings darkly. It feels like two 

songs put together. The second hearing is even more delightful. John’s first 

line is “Life is very short,” which makes me think of Percy’s slogan. I’ll have 

to point that out to him. Both songs have lifted me.

Park calls. “Wow! Wow!” he keeps repeating. We agree. Carol calls to say 

she loves the new songs, especially Day Tripper. “It rocks,” she says.

After we’re done dinner, I tell Mom and Dad that I didn’t get accepted into 

the writer’s camp. Mom is very disappointed. They both console me.

“I knew I wasn’t going to get in, so my hopes weren’t very high,” I say.

“Nice to be recognized, though,” Dad says.

“Don’t let this discourage you, Jim. You have talent to burn. Always know 

that,” says Mom.

“I do. Thanks, you guys. I have other news. I told Mister Shine I’m looking 

for a school where I can learn to be a very good DJ.”

“I almost forgot,” says Mom. “CC wants you to call him and set a meeting 

about your job at The Bystander. When God closes a door he opens a little 

window, eh?”

“That excites me more than the writer’s camp. I’ll call him tonight.”

CC and me set an after-school meeting for Wednesday at The Bystander 

office.

“How do you guys like the newspaper business so far?” I ask CC and 

Maryann.
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They both look happy, sitting side by side across the little table in the 

back room. Maryann gently rests her hand on CC’s shoulder. A tiny pang of 

jealousy arises inside me, but fades quickly.

“There’s lots to learn, but we’re picking it up. Thankfully, CC is a whiz at 

the technical stuff, the presses and such.” Maryann smiles at CC.

“Sorry to hear you didn’t get the writer’s camp,” says CC.

“Not a big deal. Thank you for your generous cash donation, though. 

So…” They can see how keen I am.

“We’re making major changes in the way the paper looks. Even the format 

will change from a folded eight-pager to 20 pages and up. More like a tabloid 

style. We’re getting a new printing press called an offset press that will replace the 

Linotype. That’ll arrive in January. Lots of changes. We’ve talked a lot about your 

role in the new paper, Jim, and we have some ideas,” says CC.

“I’m very excited.”

CC refers to a sheet of paper. “You can learn to develop your own film. How 

about if we start easing you in with one story every month? We’ll see how that 

suits everyone’s busy life, meaning your job at the LLP and the time you need to 

be you. Your first stories could be straight reporting on an event, or short features 

of interest, or whatever your imagination can come up with, keeping your audience 

in mind. I’ll be your editor. We’ll pay you three cents a word,” says CC.

“Paying me by the word. Isn’t that dangerous?” I smile.

“That’s how Ellis paid me. He taught me to use words economically. He’d 

tell me to forget about the pennies, it’s the words that are important. That’s 

my advice to you, Jim.”

“Sounds great to me. Will you assign me stories or how does that work?”

“News arises. How do you feel about being our Johnny-on-the-spot 

reporter for say, a fire, or a playoff baseball game if the Langwood Blues do 

well next year, or anything that happens in town?”

“If I’m free I’ll cover it. School, LLP, Carol, Percy, you know, my little 

life and all its stuff…”

“Exactly,” says Maryann. “CC is our main reporter. You’ll be the back-up 

man when available.”
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“Something we thought we’ll need are new cameras, so we used some of 

the writer’s camp cash to buy two state-of-the-art Konica Autoreflex cameras 

that do everything for you – focus, exposure, the works, no onions. Just point 

and press. One for me, one for you. It belongs to the paper, but it’s your 

responsibility to maintain it, Jim.” CC hands me two boxes. “The other box 

has 20 rolls of film for the camera. Let us know when you need more.”

The camera is a beaut. “Wow! Um…just wow! Thank you.”

“Think about framing your shots and how they’ll look on the printed page. 

Always get the names of the people in your picture and ask them if we can 

publish their picture. We’ll go over this again. Practice using it with framing in 

mind. I’m building a darkroom in the back shed, so you can learn to develop 

your own pictures,” says CC.

“We’ll need a good picture of you to put next to your byline, Jim,” says 

Maryann.

“How’s this?” I cross my eyes and grin like Alfred E. Neuman.

“Perfect!” We laugh.

“Percy said I should read some of your articles from the paper’s morgue. 

Do we have a morgue?”

“Indeed we do,” says CC. He opens a tall cupboard whose five shelves 

are lined with volumes going back to the first edition in 1897. CC pulls a slim 

volume from the bottom shelf, which is only half-full of books. “You can 

borrow this. It’s everything I wrote for The Bystander. Ellis made a separate 

book of it.”

“I’ll have to read that myself sometime,” says Maryann. “Unless there’s 

any more business, I want to talk about the new Beatles songs.”

We all agree they’re still fresh and happy. CC wonders where they’ll go 

from here musically.

Rubber Soul answers that question in full measure. On a quick trip to 

Brandon on a snowy afternoon with Dad who’s picking up a part for the 

Texaco pump system, I have just enough time to buy my copy at Brandon 

Musical Supply.

“They still look like girls,” Dad says.
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I drop the stylus onto side one of Rubber Soul. Park is as excited as I am. 

Drive My Car is solid Beatles, rocking as only they can. We are both smiling. 

Norwegian Wood is folky, with an odd droning instrument.

“One of the mags said they’ve been experimenting with an Indian instrument 

called a sitar. George is learning to play it.”

“Sounds exotic,” says Park. “A bird is an English girl, right?”

The side progresses with some fine rock and roll, positive and upbeat, some 

with an acoustic style. Lots of variety, even some French lyrics in Michelle. I 

flip the record over and the first two tracks melt us both. Plaintive and delicate, 

Girl is my favourite track so far. Smart, sensitive and very classical-sounding In 

My Life reaches a whole level for the band. Run for Your Life ends the album, 

with John giving a threatening performance.

We listen to the album two more times. Each time Park and I become 

happier and happier.

“They’ve still got the happy factor,” says Park.
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December 1965

Mom is still calling last Christmas a schmozzle. It’s caused a big rift in the 

family. Aunt Agnes and Uncle Ray haven’t spoken to Shel or any of the 

Rankins since then and they don’t show up on Christmas Day.

Dad hands me the car keys when we arrive.

“You’re driving home.”

Aunt Sophie is already half in the bag. She wears a red Santa hat and assorted 

Christmas jewelry and swirls the ice cubes in her whisky glass after a generous 

pour. She gives everyone a heavy hug, wrapping her flabby arms around us. 

The men all get sloppy kisses from her. Mine is on the mouth and I can taste 

whisky for five minutes afterwards.

“Where’s Riley celebrating the season?” Mom asks Sophie.

“My boy’s gotten to be quite the world traveller. He’s in Scotland visiting 

with two of our cousins, Martha and Dawson Swyers, for the holidays. From 

there, he and his travelling companion are off to Hydra, which is an island off 

the coast of Greece where he’ll be for a month. They like to sunbathe.”

I so want to ask about Riley’s travelling companion, but I get a quick head 

shake from Mom, who is tracking my curiosity today.

Rita hugs me and gives me a cheek peck. “Merry Christmas. You’re more 

handsome than ever, Jim.”
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“Thanks, cousin. Merry Christmas to you, too.” Rita is a looker!

Gene saunters up to me. “Hey you, I heard you lost some writer contest. 

Not as hot as you think you are, eh?”

“I am what I am, but mostly I’m busy being me. Am you what you am, 

Gene?”

Gene’s confused. “What? I should punch you.” He curls his fists. Though 

I’m an inch taller than him, Gene’s got about 50 pounds on me. Mom told me 

they’re having problems with Gene at school. He’s a bully. Sanka comes over 

to me.

“Hi Jim, Merry…”

Gene pushes Sanka away and he falls down. “Beat it, runt,” Gene says. 

Gene bullies up to me and we stare eye-to-eye. It’s a game and Gene blinks first.

“Punch me if you have to, cousin,” I say.

Gene’s brow wrinkles and his body starts to shake.

“Okay, boys, enough.” Uncle Bry steps between us. “Can’t you get along 

with anybody any more? It’s Christmas, for chrissake. Jim’s your cousin. He’s 

blood. That means something and you’d better figure out what that means real 

quick, sonny boy. Get out of my sight.”

Gene skulks away to the basement and we don’t see him again until dinner 

call. Bry says to me, “Sorry, Jim. He needs…”

“He needs somebody to deck him a good one and knock that chip off his 

shoulder,” Aunt Sophie offers loudly, to general agreement. I have a feeling I 

just missed my opportunity to be that person.

I wish Sanka the best of the season and he winks and takes me to one side. 

“Same to you, Jim. Gene’s a dumb jerk. I’ve decided on my new name. I think 

this is the best one yet. Tell me what you think of Michael Jackson for my name?”

“Michael Jackson. Michael Jackson. It has a good, quality ring to it, 

memorable but not ostentatious. As far as I know, nobody famous is named 

Michael Jackson. It’s your best name yet.”

“Oh, good, you like it. You’re the only person who knows, so it’s our secret.”

“Roger Wilco. You’ll be called Mike and Mikey and maybe even Mickey. 

Have you thought of that?”
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“I don’t mind any of those names.”

Bodean and me exchange greetings. He looks terrible, pale, even ashen, a 

hollow look in his eyes. Once robust like the rest of the Rankins, now Bodean 

is thin, his clothes hang on him and he’s a little hunched. Mom told me ever 

since what Lacy did to him last Christmas, Bodean has nightmares every night. 

The kind where he wakes up screaming drenched in sweat. Sometimes his nose 

bleeds. In confidence, Shel told Mom that she thinks Lacy is haunting Bodean, 

maybe even possessing him. Shel’s at her wit’s end. Bo actually looks worse 

than I expected.

“Do I look that bad?” says Bodean. My expression is more horrified than 

I intended.

“Um…pretty bad, Bo. It’s Lacy, right?”

He nods. “She doesn’t want to go there, to Hell, I mean.”

“I know.” I touch Bodean’s arm and a fleeting vision of Lacy laughing 

passes through my mind, followed by Beryl Bryter standing in the open door 

of the Order Hall and nodding at me.

Aunt Carol and Uncle Chris arrive with bags and bags of gifts for everybody. 

The family rule is no gifts because there are just too many of us, but Carol and 

Chris can never resist.

“Show-offs,” Agnes snorts.

Of all the aunts and uncles, Carol and Chris appear to be the happiest pair. 

They have no children. “They live on the sunny side of the street,” as Mom says.

“The gang’s all here,” says Uncle Bry, raising his glass.

Twelve of us sit down to another sumptuous meal from Shel’s kitchen. Bry 

asks Dad to say grace. Amen all around the table.

It wouldn’t be a Rankin meal without Bry saying, “I wonder what the poor 

people are eating tonight?” and laughing. He’s right on cue.

Rita sits to my left, Bodean on my right. Though his plate is loaded with 

food, Bodean picks at it unenthusiastically.

“Where’s that cute boy Park you like to get naked with?” Bodean whispers 

to me.

“What?”
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Bodean looks at me, confused. “I didn’t say nothing.” His face quickly 

switches to Lacy’s face, then back to Bo.

“That was me, Jim. Have you forgotten about me already?” Lacy’s being 

sarcastic. “Since you’re said to be a natural in the sack, I regret I never fucked 

you.”

Everybody else around the table is oblivious to Lacy’s presence. “I should 

have raped you when I had the chance,” she says.

Rita has noticed my silence. “So, Jim, what’s new with you?” she asks.

“I’m…”

“You’re a goody two-shoes.” Lacy’s voice has a snarl.

Another voice: “You have to do it. No one else can.”

I put my cutlery down, stand up and grab Bo by the shirt collar.

“Come with me.”

Everyone goes quiet as I haul the surprised boy down the stairs into his 

bedroom and lock the door. Outside I hear Mom and Shel.

“What’s going on? Open the door, Jim.”

“Bodean, are you sick?”

“It’s okay, Mom,” Bo says.

“Jim, it’s Mom.”

“Mom, all A-okay.”

The events of the next few minutes are hazy. I start to recite out loud Lacy’s 

note to me: “Dear Jim, I respect you for what you didn’t do. You didn’t fuck 

me. You are the only boy or man who ever said ‘no’ to me. I know I’m just 

plain bad and will wind up in Hell. You are the opposite, Jim. You are just plain 

good and you’ll go to Heaven for it. Good always beats bad.”

I repeat the last line several times: “Good always beats bad.”

Bo’s gone limp. I prop him up with my hand. “Good always beats bad. 

Bodean is good. Leave him alone. You know your destiny, Lacy. You know 

where you belong.”

I can’t see Beryl, but I know she is with us in the room.

“My life is for the birds. Time to fly away. Your cousin in Hell, Lacy. Your 

words, Lacy.”
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“I can’t let go of the flesh, the desire.”

“You already have let go of your body and your desire. Now let go of 

Bodean’s body and release him from your desire,” I say.

“You no longer need them, Lacy. Time to fly away,” says Beryl, her voice 

like iron. “Fly home, Lacy, fly home. GO! GO!”

Her command prompts the small room to heat up quickly, followed by 

a stiff breeze that flaps our clothes and lifts paper. Bodean appears to float in 

midair for a few seconds. The sound of something like a jet plane taking off 

fills the room, followed by an enormous gasp.

The room goes quiet and from far away is Lacy’s surprised laughter.

“The young ones are always so surprised that there is no Hell, but they 

won’t believe you if you tell them that. It’s a learn-by-experience thing,” Beryl 

says to me. “You did good, Jim.”

“Thank…wait. What? There is no Hell?” I ask.

“Of course not. Why would there be? It’s all just bliss. Be seeing you.”

“Who was that?” Bodean asks. He’s smiling and sitting up straight. I touch 

his shoulder. It’s just my cousin Bodean I feel.

“A good friend to all. You look much better.” Colour has returned to his 

thin face; his eyes are bright. He stands and stretches mightily.

“I’m starved,” Bo says. “Whatever you did, Jim, thank you.”

“Anytime, Bo.” I hug him tightly. I can feel his ribs, he’s so thin. “Let’s eat.”

Mom and Shel are standing outside the door. Both are wide-eyed and 

anxious. They seem surprised we’re not bleeding.

“What was all that racket?” Shel asks.

“Feeling better now, Mom. No more worry, okay,” Bo says to Shel. “I 

could eat a horse.” Shel starts to cry.

“How long were we in there?” I ask Mom.

“Four minutes, maybe.”

The diners are quiet as we return in triumph. No one can believe the change 

in Bo. Shel stops me in the kitchen.

“What…”

I see tears of relief in her eyes. “I love you, Auntie Shel.” I hug her gently 
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with compassion and love.

“What did you…”

“That was just me being special again. You know how special I can get, 

Auntie. I couldn’t explain it if I tried all night. Some things just are and we 

have to accept that. Lacy is gone from Bodean’s life now. Look at him. He’s 

laughing and eating again. By the way, Auntie, I didn’t do this alone. Beryl 

helped. She was in there with us.”

“Beryl Bryter from Langwood?”

“She’s the town postmistress and caretaker of the Order Hall.”

“I know who she is. She was in my house…just now?”

“As much as she needed to be.”

“You lost me, Jim.”

I shrug. “I’m starved. Let’s eat.”

I sit down next to Bo, who has eaten half of his plateful of food. He puts 

his arm around my shoulder and pounds my chest.

“I love my cousin Jim! He’s Number One on my chart!” says Bo.

In among the nods of agreement around the table, I see variations on the 

You’re amazing look mixed with confusion and a bit of envy.

Aunt Sophie stares at me from across the table. She’s sloshed, leaning on 

her elbow to support her head and wearing a lop-sided grin. “Jim, you know 

what. The family knew you were coming.”

Low but incredibly stern, Mom says, “No, Sophia.”

“There had to be a sacrifice to get you, but here you are.”

Louder, “No, Sophia!” Mom glares at her sister.

“But you were worth it. You’re so special.” Aunt Sophie lifts her glass 

toward me. Her lips form a sneer. “To Jimmy Crack Corn.” She spills some 

and drinks some.

Dad’s sitting two down from Sophie. He nods to Shel and they walk to 

Sophie and lift her up. She chuckles and cuddles into them.

“I like those Crawford muscles,” Sophie says, pawing Dad’s arms.

“Time for a long lay-down now, sis,” Shel says as they walk her to the 

spare bedroom.
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Mom stares at me, tracking my curiosity again. Rita can’t take her eyes 

off me and Bo as we heartily chow down. Across the table and further down, 

Gene scowls at us, a dopey look on his mouth-breathing face.

I ignore the stares because the food is so good. I can taste the love that 

went into preparing it. Bo and I eat second helpings of stuffing, gravy and 

mashed potatoes.

When Dad and Shel return from tucking Sophie in, they have Mom join 

them in the kitchen. Dad beckons me with his finger.

“You need to know what’s going on with Sophie,” Shel says. “You say, Mary.”

“Sophie is losing her mind from the drinking. She thinks you’re an angel 

or something that was sent to our family in exchange for Merrilee.” Mom puts 

her hand to her mouth. “It’s crazy talk, Jim.”

“We didn’t want her to upset you, son.”

“I’m fine.” I can’t stop smiling. I feel like I’m high. “I noticed her getting 

a little batty lately. Will she be okay?”

“We don’t know.” Shel looks sad. “She won’t go to a doctor and Riley’s 

gallivanting again.”

“Bring your powwow in here,” Bry yells from the dining room. “Isn’t it 

high time for pie time, Mother?”

It is, and we all enjoy big slices of Shel’s raisin pie, à la Mode, of course. 

Bodean has two pieces.

My New Year’s Eve is a dud this year – I have the plague, or at least a nasty 

form of the flu that has grabbed me behind the ankles and won’t let go. I have 

to miss the big dance at the Ukrainian Hall.

I’m sweating through my PJs regularly even after Mom gives me a soothing 

sponge bath. Boisterous nose-blowing still leaves snot dripping. My head feels 

like it’s a pimple about to pop and whenever I close my eyes weird visions arise. 

Occasionally Roy Buckley’s face flashes into my awareness. He’s laughing in 

that sick way.
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“You’re dead, Roy, dead right now.” I say loudly in the little bedroom. 

He doesn’t bother me again.

I try to listen to the countdown but can’t focus on the songs. They hurt my head.

I bring in 1966 dry-heaving into the toilet, feeling sorry for myself. Poor 

little Jimmy.

Trends for 1966
- Beatles will continue to create the best music, 
surprising us with every new record
- Everything Brit Brit British
- Folk rock with lots of twangy, jangly guitars, esp. 
Simon & Garfunkel
- American soul music – Motown keeps getting bigger and 
better

Jim Crawford’s Top Ten Favourite Songs 1965

Honourable Mention: “Baby Don’t Go” by Sonny and Cher 
Folk-rockers with a girl/boy tussle driven by a dreamy 
harmonica and a nice rocking groove.

Honourable Mention: “What the World Needs Now Is Love” by 
Jackie DeShannon Besides the lovely lilt and the smooth 
groove, the song delivers an eternal truth.

Honourable Mention: “Mohair Sam” by Charlie Rich Defining 
cool in a new way, I either want to be Charlie Rich or 
Mohair Sam or both.

Number 10. “I Go To Pieces” by Peter and Gordon The clean 
harmony throughout the song combines the big voice of 
Gordon Waller with the sweetness of Peter Asher turning 
this Del Shannon tune into a majestic anthem to loss and 
regret, sailing on a bed of twelve-string guitars and 
violins.

Number 9. “Like a Rolling Stone” by Bob Dylan This is 
completely different from anything Bob Dylan has done 
before. His new electric sound is being derided by folk 
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purists but embraced by pop music lovers, taking this to 
Number One on the charts. About the only similarity to 
past songs is its length. Dylan could rattle away for 
six or seven minutes in his protest days, but pop music 
prefers songs under three minutes. The rules don’t seem 
to apply to Bob Dylan. Plus I heard it for the first time 
with my best friend Park.

Number 8. “Five O’Clock World” by the Vogues Though the 
song moves along in a quirky fashion with the repeated 
“hey” and “yeah yeah yeah” accents, it comes down to one 
line for me. The third line in the first chorus rhymes 
with “blows”: “There’s a five o’clock me inside my 
clothes.” Fantastic!

Number 7. “Help!” by The Beatles In his most needy voice 
John Lennon cries for help from the song’s onset and 
drives home his requirements for the next two minutes 
and eighteen seconds. Perfect theme song for their funny 
second movie.

Number 6. “I Can’t Help Myself” by the Four Tops “Sugar 
pie, honey bunch!” What guy hasn’t called his girl that? 
Right from the quick build of the opening to the first 
line and the yearn in Levi Stubbs’ voice to the sax solo 
to the best tambourine of the year, this is pure and 
wonderful Motown at its best.

Number 5. “Ticket to Ride” by The Beatles The chiming 
intro guitar brings to mind Chuck Berry’s line from Johnny 
B. Goode: “playing guitar like ringing a bell.” Ringo’s 
drumming drives this ditty, which was used to great effect 
during the Tyrol skiing scene in the movie Help!

Number 4. “For Your Love”/”Heart Full of Soul” by the 
Yardbirds More new bands with odd names are coming from 
England every day. The Yardbirds made a splash with their 
first two singles, both of which I rank here though they 
are separate records. The nasal vocals and the mysterious 
lyrics give both tunes freshness and vivaciousness.
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Number 3. “Do You Believe in Magic?” by the Lovin’ 
Spoonful Musical questions are generally pretty insipid 
except for this one. My reply is always, “Yes, I do.” 
Another wonderful line, “It’s like trying to tell a 
stranger about rock and roll.” For simple joyousness, 
the Lovin’ Spoonful are unmatched, even by The Beatles. 
Grouped with the folk-rock crowd, the Spoons lean toward 
a jug band sound, a specific form of folk music made on 
simple, often-improvised instruments.

Number 2. “Here Comes the Night” by Them Mysterious and 
jaunty with great guitar work and a nasal wail from the 
singer, this song gives me goosebumps. The verses have 
a great lop-sided beat and the choruses give soulful 
credence to the singer’s loneliness as another empty 
night approaches.

Number 1. “Day Tripper”/”We Can Work It Out” by The 
Beatles Two of The Beatles’ best songs on one record. The 
stripped-down rock and roll of “Day Tripper” combined 
with the exotic pulsing pop of “We Can Work It Out” 
redefine the band yet again. Every new single feels like 
an advancement of some kind, moving toward...the unknown. 
The wheezy organ is actually a harmonium, which is a 
variation on a squeeze box.
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My fever and the vomiting have eased up a little by morning. Mom and 

Dad are both hungover from the dance, so we are all glad not to have 

to drive to Brandon to visit Grandma, our first New Year’s Day without her. 

Later in the afternoon Mom pulls out the family photo albums and we spend 

an hour looking at the funny pictures of people wearing funny clothes. We all 

shed a tear for Grandma. It is an easy way to welcome 1966.

New Year’s Day



• 588 •

February 1966

After school a couple of days a week I spend time at The Bystander office, 

familiarizing myself with what it takes to put out a weekly newspaper. 

The new offset press arrived in early January and setup finished last week. Two 

issues from now, the paper will be set up and printed on the new technology. 

That’s one of CC’s favourite words – technology.

I dig out CC’s articles from the morgue and peruse them with admiration. 

His range of topics is very broad – from Wister Rheam’s old dog Sadie who 

follows him to church on Sundays and sits outside howling along with the 

hymns, to an analysis of Langwood’s future as a farm implement dealer hub, 

to the role that Lions Clubs play in town life.

Today I’m poring over his articles most of the afternoon. There is no school 

today due to an in-service, whatever that is. I’m anxious and excited. There 

will be a new Beatles song in the world this afternoon.

Carol’s car purrs in Bergen’s parking lot as the late-February sun inches its 

way to the horizon. Park, Tina, Carol and I patiently await 4:55, when CKY 

will play the new Beatles song they’ve been crowing about all weekend.

“More new rock and roll fun in the world today!” Park is very excited. 

“Get your new ears out, you’re going to need them if Beatles are Beatles.”

CKY plays commercials for the Hurtigs of Vaughan Street and the Paddock 
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Restaurant. Daryl B is as excited as his listeners.

“The Beatles are back again, changing the way we listen to rock and roll. 

Another CKY Exclusive, this makes nine Beatles records we’ve debuted before 

any other local radio station is allowed to play them. The new song is called 

Nowhere Man. Are you ready to meet Nowhere Man?”

Two lines of tight three-part harmony open the song before the band kicks 

in. John takes the vocal, describing a desolate character, a lost soul foundering 

in the world. Over the lovely break the station adds, “A CKY Exclusive-sive-

sive.” The tune winds up leaving the listener knowing who the Nowhere Man 

is – he is I, he is we, he is everyone. Daryl B plays it again.

I look at the smiling faces of my friends, all lit with a special glow, the light 

of embarking on a new journey and arriving before we know it. Everyone is 

nodding their heads. The Beatles have made the world new again.
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March 1966

I pop into Peel’s on the way home to get the new CKY chart that usually 

comes Tuesdays.

Percy looks up from The Bystander. “I was just reading your story about 

those two mysterious headstones across the lake. I never knew one of them 

was murdered. Well done, Ace.”

“Thanks. I took the pictures and developed them myself.”

“That’s impressive. Bad news about the charts.”

“Oh?”

“This is CKY’s last weekly chart. See.”

Percy hands me a chart for the week of February 27, 1966. On the back 

it says:

This is the final edition of CKY’s Weekly Survey.

To all who have been regular collectors of the CKY chart – Thank You for 

your support and interest over the years.

Our sincere gratitude is also extended to the record sales people who during 

the lifetime of this publication have so readily assisted us in compiling an accurate 

picture of the Winnipeg Market.

“That’s a bit of a shock, eh, Percy?”

“The radio business is changing, I guess. So’s the music business. How 
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many CKY charts do you have in your collection?”

“Most of them. I only missed a few at the start.”

“Without this weekly local reference, I’ll be depending more on your ear 

and your faves from now on, Jim.”

“Sure, Percy.”

The Number One song on CKY’s last hit parade is Nowhere Man by The 

Beatles. It’s only been out for six days.
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May 1966

“It’s Park.” Mom hands me the phone.

“Hi, Park. Did you hear them?”

“These guys can write songs about anything, eh? Including paperback 

writers and the weather!”

“I love both songs. Rock and roll like never before. Always something 

new for our greedy ears.”

“Paperback Writer is in the form of a letter. How neat is that!”

“And very cheeky. John must have written this, him being the paperback 

writer, you think?”

“I bet. I really like the drony sound of Rain and the weird ending.”

“It sounds like it’s playing backwards or something. Something tricky, for sure.”

“I think there’s all kinds of stuff in these two songs that will come out after 

we hear them a few hundred times, eh, Jim?”

“Can’t wait to hear them again.”

“When do you think Percy will get the records?”

“I’ll check with him tomorrow. Isn’t it your mom’s birthday today?”

“Yup, and Dad’s taking us out to JimJim’s for Chinese.”

“Wish her a Happy Birthday for me.”

“Will do, Jim. ’Bye.”
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June 1966

It’s grey but brightening in the west as we head toward Brindle. The heat 

is early this year, so I’m in a tank top and shorts. Percy, of course, wears 

his fedora and a Hawaiian shirt. We whistle along with Pretty Flamingo by 

Manfred Mann.

“Great song,” I say.

“We have one for every box today on your recommendation. Along with 

Cool Jerk, I Am a Rock, Shapes of Things and Opus 17, all on your advice.”

“I can hear the quarters splashing into coin boxes all over Manitoba tonight. 

Can you hear them, Percy?”

“I hear them all the time, kid.”

We pull up to Lofty’s just as the clouds clear. Percy hands me the box of 

records for Lofty’s AMi.

“You do the AMi and I’ll slip across the street and service the Pitcairn’s 

box. Here’s the key to the AMi.”

Percy has never given me the key to any jukebox before, preferring to unlock 

and lock them himself. In Lofty’s, the morning coffee crowd is dispersing.

“Jim, my jukebox buddy! How the hell are ya?”

I shake Lofty’s huge hand. “Ninety-nine percent, Lofty.”

“Always room for improvement, right?”
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“Always. I have some great new songs for your box today.”

“Get to work. You want anything to drink?”

“I’m good, thanks.”

Lofty sits on a counter stool and watches me as I service the AMi.

“Percy tells me that you and another boy work out with weights, eh?”

“My friend Park has a bench and free weights. His dad taught us how to 

use them. We do two sessions a week, usually.”

“It shows. That’s a healthy thing to do at your age. It’ll hold you in good 

stead all your life. I started lifting when I was about your age. I still got the 

muscles from back then.”

Lofty rolls up his shirt sleeves and flexes his biceps and triceps. “Nice, eh? 

Go ahead, feel ’em.”

I run my hand over his bulging arms, which are hard and huge. “For sure.”

“Now you.”

I flex my arms and Lofty runs his hand over my muscles.

“Excellent balance on the arms, finely honed shoulders that won’t quit. 

You pay close attention to this, don’t you?”

“The workout room has big mirrors, makes it easy to see what to focus 

on. How old are you, Lofty?”

“I’m thirty-nine and holding. You?”

“Seventeen in August.”

“You’re just a boy.” Lofty runs his fingers over my cheek, which startles me a bit.

“I should get back to the box.”

Brindle’s Hydro crew walk in the door, followed by Percy.

“Hey, electricity boys, how’s it hangin’?”

The crew replies in the positive as Lofty hands out menus.

“You not done yet?” Percy asks me.

“Almost.”

Percy takes the coin box to a far booth and counts out the take as I polish 

up the AMi’s bright exterior.

“How much you stealing from me this week, Percy?” Lofty and the Hydro 

boys laugh.



• 595 •

“Just the usual amount.” Percy hands Lofty three twenties and a ten. 

“Pretty good week. I left you boys three free plays.”

Lofty puts his arm around my shoulders. “You got a good man helping you, 

Percy. He’s strong and smart and handsome. I hope you appreciate him.” Lofty 

runs his hand down my back and over my bum, returning it to my shoulders.

“Oh, I do. Jim is special. Anyway, we’re off down the road. Adios, amigos.”

“Adios, guys.”

In the Nomad Percy says, “Lofty gave you a good feel up, there, didn’t he?”

“You noticed. Lofty was showing me his arms and I was flexing for him. 

Flex duelling, as Park calls it. That’s all.”

“So you didn’t mind Lofty doing that?”

“I’m used to it.”

“How so?”

“Park and me have always done that at workouts, to compare, you know, 

muscle size and firmness.”

“You’re lucky to have a friend like Park.”

“He’s the best.”

“Is he more than just a friend?”

“Meaning?”

“Do you have sex with him?”

The understanding I have with Park is that we never discuss this with 

anyone, complete discretion. The only person who might have an inkling is 

Carol, otherwise it’s our secret. It’s not that big of a deal, because Park and me 

have had sex just twice since last summer. In March he stayed overnight with me 

when my folks went to a Leroy Van Dyke concert in Brandon, and last week we 

were skinny dipping at Delma Lake. This was a different experience, because I’d 

gotten curious about what it feels like to have a cock in my ass. Park was happy 

to satisfy my curiosity. It felt uncomfortable at first, followed by an unexpected 

pleasure that spread through my whole body. Afterward, standing naked waist 

deep in the water, we embraced and kissed. It was the most passionate moment of 

my life. I’ll never tell anybody about that, so what do I tell Percy? Do I trust him?

“Yeah. I guess I do.”
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“Nothing wrong with homosexuality.”

“Really?” I’m surprised. “Doctor Gorsey said it’s illegal.”

“I’m not surprised he’d say that. Only some of it’s illegal. Kissing, touching, 

hugging, sucking, everything up to but not including sodomy is legal. When 

you start sticking your pecker into his bum, that’s the illegal part. So you two 

are breaking the law, then?”

“We’re outlaws, all right.” I chuckle. “Stupid law.”

“It is pretty stupid. It’s biblical. Let me give you a bit of advice, man to 

man. Don’t tell anybody else about you and Park. Nobody. You admitted it 

to me quite readily.”

“I trust you, Percy, but thanks for the advice. We’d be a nine days’ wonder 

if Langwood found out. Do you think we’d be arrested?”

“Naw. You’re just kids experimenting, discovering who you are and aren’t. 

It’s the gossip mill that will turn it into its own kind of crime. You know.”

“Yeah, I know.”

Percy takes a long look at me. “You still like girls too, right?”

“Oh yeah. Carol and me have lots of sex.”

“You’re bisexual, then.”

“Bisexual. I’ve never heard of that. What do you mean?”

“Bi meaning both genders. You have sex with both men and women.”

“I have sex with women and Park. I’m not having sex with other men, just 

Park. Bisexual, eh? Hmmm. Kind of confusing.”

“John Keats said, ‘Life is divine Chaos.’ It’s messy, and it’s supposed to 

be that way. Your young life is complicated and getting more so by the day. 

My best advice to guide you through life: be true to yourself, Jim. Be your 

own best friend and love your Self. Not your ego, your true Self. If you don’t 

understand what I mean right now, be patient; you will.”

“I hope so.”

Percy parks the Nomad in front of Emok’s Bar and Grill in Flaxen.

“We’ll be working together on Emok’s Seeburg. I want to show you two 

basic repairs that many boxes need. Then you can switch the discs, count the 

coin box and figure the shares. Okay?”
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I’m excited Percy is sharing some of his knowledge with me. “Sure, yes!”

The place is empty and quiet but for the thrum of a cooler. The Seeburg 

has a note taped to it that says: Out of order. Hum quietly. Percy cracks the 

box and demonstrates how to properly replace a busted or stretched slinger 

spring which lifts the record from the belly and places it on the turntable. This 

one is stretched so the records don’t make it all the way. The lifter arm is stuck 

halfway. It holds Satisfaction by the Rolling Stones in midair. When the spring 

is replaced, the Stones return to the belly.

Percy shows me how to re-belt the table mount and tempo rotor, the belt 

that goes from the motor to turn the table. I get it all right away. He tells me 

to take over and walks into the bar, where I hear Big Red greet him.

I very conscientiously switch the tunes, count the coins, figure the 

percentages – Emok gets 40% – and clean the box, feeling elated Percy has 

given me so much responsibility.

After we’ve settled up with Emok, Percy surprises me again with more 

responsibility.

“Wanna drive her?” he says, offering me the keys to the Nomad.

My hand is shaking as I insert the key and fire up the car. The radio comes 

on playing Six Days on the Road by Dave Dudley.

“Perfect soundtrack,” says Percy. “Drive.”

The Nomad purrs along Highway 4 toward Bammer’s in Benderglen.

“She’s a smooth, sweet ride, eh?”

I can’t stop smiling. “Sweet, Percy, sweet!”

As usual, Bammer’s is busy. The box plays I Can’t Help Myself by the Four 

Tops. In a corner booth with his back to me sits Wedge, across from Ella of 

Pam and Ella fame. She’s crying a little, daubing her eyes with a pink Kleenex. 

When she nods to me, Wedge turns, give me a quick wave and turns back to 

her. Another girl in trouble, I wonder.

The box stops and Percy cracks her. “Work quickly here, remember. Think 

before you speak. Be really nice to everybody,” Percy whispers. “Change the 

tunes and clean the box. Quickly.” He extracts the coin box, which is almost 

overflowing, and retreats to a stool at the end of the counter.
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Fourteen minutes later I finish polishing the molded plastic of the Seeburg 

and press E11, the newest song on the box. Dedicated Follower of Fashion by 

the Kinks plays. Two young girls run to the jukebox and start to giggle.

“I love this song,” the blondest one says to me.

“Me, too. I’m Jim.”

“Call me Roxy. This is Anna.” Anna giggles behind her hand. “You’re from 

Langwood, right? All the girls here know about you.” She puts her hand on 

my bicep. “It’s all good, by the way.” Her smile is almost irresistible.

“You should come to some school dances at Langwood High this fall.”

“We plan to.”

I see Percy shake Bammer’s hand and give him six twenties. Both smile 

widely.

“Well, bucko,” says Percy, “Let’s pitter patter. Ladies.” Percy doffs his 

fedora to the girls, who giggle.

As I leave I turn and glance at Ella, who is glaring at me, and Wedge, who 

is chain-lighting a smoke.

Percy lets me drive the Nomad to Stacy.

On the door of Cora’s Dimple and Chop Suey House is a handwritten 

note: Close tday. Dearth in famly.

“I’ll call her and find out who died,” says Percy. “Her father controls the 

purse strings of the family. Hope it’s not him.”

Through the window I see the big Seeburg pulse sensually inside the dark 

restaurant.

Heading home, Percy behind the wheel, we nearly hit a pair of yearling 

deer who leap across the highway. A slight swerve, quick recovery and Percy 

takes a drag on his smoke as the deer disappear into a bluff.

“Well done, master spy,” I chuckle. “Here’s a question for you. Have you 

ever smoked marijuana, Percy?”

Percy turns to me and one of his personal mysteries ensues. Somehow Percy 

attaches his Plain to his bottom lip, drops his jaw and smiles, at the same time pulling 

his eyes deeper into their sockets or something like that. It means he’s surprised.

“I have,” he answers immediately. “You?”
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“I have,” I answer immediately.

“Thought so.”

“How so?”

I can almost feel Percy reaching into his past to answer me. His brow 

wrinkles ever so slightly as he distills an answer, which he delivers with a 

playful Bob-Dylan-like, sing-songy snarl, all the while the Plain somehow 

clinging to his lower lip.

“You are restless, a rambler. One world cannot contain you, entertain 

you, maintain you, sustain you. You are irascible, neoclassical, nomadic yet 

housebroken, nomadic yet housebroken, oh yeah.”

I applaud and laugh.

“That’s called The Jim Crawford Higher’n a Kite Blues. It’s my latest single 

out now on the Very Long String label. Get yers today.”

I laugh. “Have you been smoking pot today, Percy?”

Percy grins at me. “Haven’t done it in years. Back in England I tried it a few 

times as part of my job, you know, my spy work during the war, Jim.” Percy 

chuckles. “I’m surprised pot has found its way to little Langwood already.” 

Percy glances at me.

“You make it sound like getting pot to Langwood is part of a plan.”

“You’re too smart for your own good sometimes, Jim, like right now. 

You think about what we’ve talked about in the past. There are no accidents. 

There’s a big big plan. Keep your eyes wide open, kid.”

Carol and I are sharing a burger with the works at Burgen’s. The highway 

traffic supplies a constant flow of strangers through the restaurant.

“Remember CC telling us about the Drover Sisters’ place out in the bush?” 

I nod. “CC asked old Solomon Crouth where it was, and got directions. He 

drew us a map.”

Carol pulls a sheet of paper from her bag and lays it flat on the table. “It’s 

not far,” she says. “Wanna go there today?”
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I study the map. It’s very clear, as you’d expect from a map made by CC. 

“I’m game. Do you have your camera?”

“Always.” She pats her bag.

Carol’s behind the wheel. Paperback Writer plays on the car radio. We 

travel the five miles west on Highway 4 and turn north onto a good gravel grid 

road, counting the mile roads. Just after mile four we turn west onto a little-

used road that soon becomes a prairie trail with foot-tall grass growing down 

the centre. We watch for a copse of trees dominated by two big cottonwoods. 

Around a bend we spot the site.

“There, under that tree,” points Carol.

Where we park would have been the homestead’s front yard. Today the 

grass is three feet tall, with a clear patch in an arc. We sit in the car, looking at 

the house. It’s a large log house with a loft under the gable. An oak tree grows 

out of one end of the porch.

“Looks spooky,” says Carol. “Let’s go.”

The day is a scorcher when we step out of the car, which has a new kind 

of air conditioning in it. I strip off my shirt.

“Keep a nose out for skunks,” I say.

We tramp through the tall grass and the thick undergrowth. Summer flies 

buzz around our heads. What remains of the open porch is falling away from the 

house at a dangerous angle. The porch floor has rotted through. An overturned 

table protruding from a hole in the floor is now a trellis for creeping ivy with 

large white blooms. We carefully test the crossbeams, which manage to support 

us so we can step through the front entrance, which is missing its door.

It is a shambles! Just as predicted, the site of an exodus!

The floor has a greenish hue, the remainder of the original linoleum’s colour. 

Scattered everywhere are the contents of the house: books, pictures, utensils, 

linens, newspapers, snapshots, shards of glass, broken furniture, shattered china, 

various personal articles like combs, razors, hair nets, canned food in rusted 

tins, small glass medicine bottles with congealed, venal-looking substances 

inside, all in a massive jumble, evidence of past visits by the curious and the 

furious. It smells of decay, the aroma of things falling apart.
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There is a narrow staircase up to the loft, but time and weather have wasted 

the carpentry and the wood and the crude steps hang in perilous disrepair. 

We sift through the rubble of Drovers who lived there, the tools and tokens 

of their daily lives, once important and useful, suddenly abandoned, strewn 

under our careless feet.

The faded wallpaper is peeling from the wooden laths. In the living room 

the paper has a small floral design of reddish flowers in bouquets, perhaps 

asters, running in vertical lines. There it is – proof!

Along the top of the living room wall, for a width of six inches, the wallpaper 

is brighter where the moulding once covered it. Carol takes two Polaroid 

pictures, and several shots with her regular camera.

“That’s what we came for. Can we go now?” Carol is nervous.

When I look at her, it crosses our minds at the same instant that we probably 

shouldn’t be here. It feels very much like trespassing, similar to the feeling 

cemeteries sometimes create. Our mission is complete; it’s time to make our 

getaway. We take nothing from the house.

Halfway to the car, Carol lets out a shriek. Her eyes are huge; with a shaking 

hand she shows me one of the Polaroids. It’s a shot of the living room with the 

moulding missing, but standing against the wall is a man wearing overalls, no 

shirt. He’s smiling and has his hand up in a wave. The figure is rather ghostlike 

and as we stare at the picture he slowly disappears, leaving an empty room.

“What about the other picture?” I ask.

Another shriek. It’s virtually the same angle of the room, but with a smiling 

woman in a print housedress standing against the wall. She’s waving, too. Her 

image starts to fade as we watch.

“Wait,” I say to the picture. The fading stops. The woman stares at me, 

her hand in mid-wave. “Who are you?” I ask the picture.

“I’m Margaret. Mustn’t tarry. Work to do. Ta-ta.” The image of the smiling 

woman disappears.

“Did she answer you?” Carol asks.

I repeat Margaret’s words.

“Sounds very British. Did she have an accent?”
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“She did. Your mom is friends with the sisters and Mrs. Fleming. Maybe 

she can find out the Drover parents’ names. Ask her, okay?”

“I will.”

“How many shots are left on your other camera?”

“Six.”

“You take three of me, I’ll take three of you to fill the roll.”

I pose next to a small bluff, flexing in the sun. Carol poses all shy and 

coy. As we head to the car, a skunk sticks its nose onto the trail from the grass 

alongside.

“Shh,” I say and we both stop in mid-step. The skunk and four baby skunks 

cross the rough trail five feet in front of us and disappear into the other side. 

After they pass, Carol grabs me and kisses me wildly.

“Let’s fuck where the skunks fuck,” she says.

Carol peels off her skort and blouse and pulls my shorts off. “Let’s do it 

standing up,” she says. She bends over and touches her fingers to the hot black dirt.

A few minutes later I feel like I’m sailing through the azure prairie sky as 

I come mightily into my condom. Carol shrieks, her face contorted into a map 

of ecstasy dotted with tiny orgasmic towns. A zephyr rustles the green tops 

of the summer grass; pollen swirls briefly in midair. A red-tailed hawk spirals 

overhead, each shrill cry a tiny gash in the afternoon.

Carol wraps her arms around me. “We’ve been here before,” she whispers 

in my ear.

In that moment I realize something profound. “Yes, we have,” I say.

We’re both trembling a little. I feel cold. Carol feels cold. We grip each 

other more tightly. After a long, passionate kiss, warmth gradually returns to us.

Eddies of yellow pollen swirl around us as the tall grass shivers in upstart 

breezes. Beads of yellow pollen glisten on Carol’s eyebrows. Our summer 

flesh is tawny, Assyrian and smells of yesterday’s sweat and sawdust. A three-

fingered hand reaches into a murky jar of yellow fluid and withdraws a white 

orb; a zizzing saw slices through the long trunk of a straight conifer; spruce 

gum squirts onto arm hairs, checked shirts and steel toes. In the distant forest, 

falling trees sound like dinosaurs stepping, their roars getting closer…
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“BERYL! BERYL!” I’m yelling in the afternoon heat.

…dense swarms of brittle dun-coloured grasshoppers rush past us, nipping 

at our flesh; Carol’s horse is rearing violently and trying to buck us both off…

“BERYL! BERYL!” We’ve hit a small but nasty vortex.

…a wrinkled hand rubs Vicks VapoRub onto a small sunken white chest; 

a cat plays the eternal game of patience at the hole of a mouse; reddish saliva 

drips from the fangs of a…

“BERYL! BERYL! BERYL!” We’re both yelling.

The prolonged cry from a red-tailed hawk closes the vortex long enough 

so we can be transported over to the car.

“You okay?” I ask Carol.

“How did we get dressed? We never got dressed. Your shorts are on 

backwards, by the way,” Carol says, pointing. We grasp each other and howl 

with laughter.

“Tell me what just happened here, Jim.”

“We found a vortex on the road to the homestead and it sucked us both 

into a downward spiral that I couldn’t get out of, but Beryl could. She was 

there all the time, in the red-tailed hawk.”

“So Beryl Bryter watches over you?”

“She does.”

“Because you’re special?”

“Bingo.”

“She watched us fucking?”

“Bingo.” I start to laugh. “Of course not. She’s not a pervert. She’s a…a…

she’s Beryl.”

“CC wants to hear all about our day. What should we tell him?”

“Show him the Polaroids with the moulding missing and let’s do some 

research about the people and the rest. And get those pictures developed.”

“This is spooky and exciting at once. You’re never boring, Jim Crawford.”

“That’ll be my epitaph: He was never boring.”

“I think it should say, He was a natural.”

“Or both, fine with me.”
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“I’ll take the film into the drugstore tomorrow to get it developed. In ten 

days we’ll see what else we captured.”

It’s the last day of regular classes before final exams start. This year they’re all 

morning exams. As I’m walking Carol home we pop into the drugstore to see 

if the prints have arrived. They have, so we head to JimJim’s for a soda. Elderly 

Carmel and Lincoln Coombs are the only other customers. Carol and I sit side 

by side in a window booth and she lays out the dozen pictures on the Arborite. 

One is of Jasmine, her mom’s Pekingese. Three are of me posing, three are of 

Carol posing and five are inside the Drover house.

Carol lets out a squeal, pointing to two of the black-and-white pictures. 

As clear as day, the same man and woman who disappeared from the Polaroids 

are standing in the living room. In one picture the young shirtless man in 

overalls is smiling and waving open-handed; in the other, the woman in the 

print housedress grins and appears to be lifting her hand to wave.

“Jim, what have we done?”

I stare at the pictures. They don’t feel dangerous, just mysterious. “Made 

new friends?” I offer.

“Mom told me this morning that Clementine and the Drover sisters have 

invited her and me for tea on Friday afternoon. Should I take these pictures 

to show them, ya think?”

“For sure. To see their reactions. Plus, they’re the only people who can 

identify their parents.”

“Should I ask about the moulding? And why they left everything else 

behind?”

“It might be personal, maybe embarrassing. Still, we need to know stuff. 

I say, ask them about everything, but don’t tell your mom beforehand what 

you’re going to do.”

“Ambush them?”

“You might be surprised at their reactions. I’m at the LLP Friday until 
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six. How about if we go out to Burgen’s for dinner. You can pick me up at the 

store and I can hear about teatime.”

“Good plan, as ever.” Carol runs her hand up my thigh and presses my 

crotch.

All Friday afternoon I wonder what Carol’s finding out. Chasing my 

curiosity, I drive by the Fleming house twice on my grocery delivery. I sweep 

the floors a little early and manage to escape the LLP and Monty’s jibes about 

Carol just after six. She’s waiting outside in the car, wearing big sunglasses and 

a low-cut blouse tied around her tummy. She looks delicious. Her lips taste 

of coconut.

“Jim, you’re not going to believe it.”

“Let’s get to Burgen’s and you can fill me in.” I chatter away about my 

day. I tell her about Samson Ehor, who tried to steal a large can of tomato juice 

stuffed in his pants. Monty caught him again and they had a laugh. Apparently 

Samson tries to steal stuff regularly, to keep the staff on their toes and to have 

one over on Monty.

Cheeseburgers and French fries to share are ordered. “So…”

“Oh, Jim. This is Derry Drover. This is Margaret Drover. They’re the sisters’ 

parents.” She lays both pictures out on the table. “The sisters are Kathleen, the 

oldest by just over a year, and Ramona. Neither ever married.” She lays out a 

colour Polaroid of the sisters she took at the tea party.

It’s a wonderful portrait. The plump sisters, in their late 70s, look remarkably 

alike; their white hair is the same, as are their smiles and hand positions. They 

are dressed alike. Carol has put the initial of each sister under each picture.

“That’s some picture.” I stare into the eyes of the Drover sisters. “What 

were they like?”

“Extremely happy. They laughed a lot, in a natural way, not like they were 

nervous or covering up anything. I felt very good in their presence.”

“What did they say about the snapshots?”

“I had no idea they’d react like they did. They looked at the pictures and 

started to laugh, chuckling away, saying things like, ‘That’s Mama in her old 

dress, still smiling,’ and they waved back to her and laughed. The same with 
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the picture of Derry. They waved back and talked about how Papa never liked 

to wear a shirt and with shoulders like he had who would. It was all normal to 

them. They almost expected it, somehow. I can’t explain that part.”

“It made them happy?”

“They were happy, all right.”

“Did you ask them about the moulding?”

“In Mrs. Fleming’s big old house, the Drovers have the top two floors. We 

sat in a large room on the second floor with a lovely view of the back yard, 

comfortable chairs and a table of dainties and teapots. The room was full of 

house plants. I said I noticed the moulding was missing from the room in the 

picture and asked them about it. They were casual about it and pointed up to 

the ceiling. The moulding was there, around three walls of that room! It was 

dark and I couldn’t make out any detail on it.”

“Did you ask why they left in such a hurry?”

“That part made me and Mom laugh. Kathleen said early one spring their 

farm was invaded by skunks. It was a high-cycle year for stinkers, as they 

called them, and they had to flee the place when it was overrun. They explained 

it in a comical way. Ramona asked if I’d seen any skunks out there. We did, 

remember? I think they might have been pulling my leg because they had so 

much fun with the story. I got a pretty good scowl out of Mom when I asked 

if the family had séances at the farm.”

“Did they?”

“Oh, yes. They were very casual about it all, as if spirits dancing around 

the room was perfectly normal. Kathleen said how kind and helpful the spirits 

always were to them. Your name came up.”

“That makes me a bit nervous.”

“Don’t be. They both said what a good boy you are and how I make you 

an even better man. They said you have a big future here and away. I just smiled 

and agreed that you’re special.”



• 607 •

For the first time, neither Crawford nor Swedeman own the top of the class. 

Tina Beschuk sneaks past Park by half a percentage point. I’m half a point below 

Park, and Carol is a point behind me. Mom comments on how the four smartest 

kids are couples. Park and Tina have been dating since the November school 

dance and Carol and me are still a hot and heavy item. So are Park and me.

I’m dividing my time this summer between the LLP, where I work three 

and a half days a week, and The Bystander, which got a summer youth grant to 

hire me two days a week for general duties plus my reporting. Park is working 

with his dad again this summer, continuing to learn the carpentry trade and 

hone his skills. They’re building three houses along the west side of Calliper 

Lake, so he’ll be around Langwood most of the summer. We’re both looking 

forward to our summer together. Park will have a lonely summer because Tina 

is spending the summer working at her aunt’s restaurant in Concord, Alberta. 

No, she’s not pregnant; she just wants the experience. Carol, of course, doesn’t 

have to work except on her tan line.
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July 1966

Park pulls the company half-ton into a spot in front of the Hollyhock Café 

in Stammers Lake. We’re both in just shorts for the heat.

“Do you think she’ll like me as much as she likes you?” Park asks.

“Of course. Mag Amy is a very loving woman.”

We slip into our summer shirts and climb the stairs into the café. Three 

booths are occupied. The jukebox plays Daydream by the Lovin’ Spoonful as 

we slide into a booth. Millie, the older waitress, smiles at me and waves as she 

scurries between customers. I don’t see Mag Amy. A few minutes later Millie 

brings us menus.

“Hello, Jim. No Percy today?”

“Hi, Millie. I’m Percy-less today. This is my friend, Park.”

“Hello, Park. What can I get youse boys to drink?”

“Coke with ice for me.”

“Make that two,” says Park.

“Got no ice today. Machine on the fritz.”

“That’s okay. Is Mag Amy here today?”

She ignores my question and walks away. Park looks puzzled. I shrug.

A repairman wearing a Pronto Plumbing and Heating uniform and carrying 

a toolbox walks out of the back of the café. Just as Millie brings our Cokes, 
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Mag Amy carries a tray of food out to the booth next to us. She winks at me 

as she goes by. She stops at our table after serving the food.

“Hello, Jim. No Pucee today?” She’s surprised.

“Just us.”

“Who is this handsome man?”

“Mag Amy, this is my best friend, Park.”

“I am please to meet you, Park. I like that name.”

I watch Park’s calloused hand grip Mag Amy’s small smooth fingers and 

shake quickly.

I lean toward Mag Amy. “We were wondering if we could have some fun 

today?”

“Fun? No Pucee. Who pay?” she says quietly to me.

“Pay?”

“Come, Jim.” I grin at Park as I follow Mag Amy through the curtain into 

the back of the café. She motions me into the storage room where she gave me 

my first blow job.

“I like you, but no cash, no fun, Jim. It’s business.”

“Business?”

Mag Amy puts her hand on my cheek. “You so sweet and so dumb, Jim. 

You don’t know I’m prositute? You buy me, I fuck you. Percy always pay, 

but no Percy today. I cost fifty buck. You got fifty buck?”

“No,” is all I can say as my mind races back to previous visits and the 

parting pictures of Mag Amy holding a fifty-dollar bill.

“I fuck you friend. He got fifty buck?”

“No. I don’t think so. Mag Amy…”

She puts her hand on my mouth. “Shhh. It okay, Jim. You still good person, 

special person, now wiser person. See how I just made you even more man 

than you thought you were?”

“Who paid for…”

Again her fingers are on my lips. “No more talk, Jim. You and cute friend 

enjoy Coke and some French fry on me, okay? Maybe play jukebox. Then 

drive away.”
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“But who paid…”

“Mystery for you to figure out.” Her hand is on my cheek. “Sweet boy, 

you a natural.” She runs her hand down my chest inside my shirt. “You save 

up for me, okay? Tell your friend to save up for me, too.”

My mind is a ball of confusion. “Okay,” I stammer, and make a lame 

attempt to give her a peck on the cheek, which she dodges, laughing. She 

pushes me out of the room and down the hall. I slide into the booth across 

from Park.

“That was fast.”

I stare at Park. “She’s a prostitute,” I whisper to him.

He snorts. “That’s what she meant.”

“She costs fifty bucks.”

“I have four dollars on me. You?”

“Seven.”

“What does eleven dollars get us? Let’s check the menu.” Park opens the 

menu and we both chuckle. “Gives new meaning to their slogan: Good eats 

and sweet treats.”

I tell Park about the fifties Mag Amy always held after our sex.

“So who paid for her? Not Percy.”

“Probably not, but I will ask him for sure. Maybe it was Dad, maybe Dad 

and Mom.”

“Here’s a question I never thought I’d ever ask anybody. You think your 

parents bought you a hooker?”

“Shh. Keep it down. Yeah, maybe. I don’t know.”

“I can see the scene during one of your pleasant after-dinner conversations. 

You say, ‘By the way, Mom and Dad, thanks for buying me the hooker. I really 

enjoyed her. Money well spent.’ Your parents will smile and nod and your mom 

will say, ‘I’m so glad you liked fucking her, son. She was rather expensive, but 

your father and I thought she was worth it.’ Your dad will say, ‘I gave her a 

test fuck to make sure she knew all the right stuff.’ Then you’ll have one of 

your family hugs, and Crawfordy love will prevail.”

I whisper, “Mag Amy said we should both save up for her.”
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Park’s eyes light up; he blushes with excitement. “I’ll check my savings 

account right away.” He chuckles.

Millie brings a large order of French fries and places it between Park and 

me. “Mag Amy said you ordered these. They’re on the house, by the way. 

Enjoy, boys.” Millie curls her lip in a knowing smile.

That evening, Mom is at the church helping set up the weekend rummage 

sale. Dad and I are on the patio watching the sprinkler oscillate. Dad has a few 

fingers of scotch, I have a cherry Freshie, both on the rocks. I’ve thought of a 

hundred different ways to say what I am about to say to my father. Here goes…

“Thanks for buying me a prostitute to teach me how to fuck.”

Without missing a beat: “You’re welcome, son. We thought you should 

learn from a professional.”

“We?”

“Your mother and I. Mag Amy is good, isn’t she?” Our eyes meet in silent 

confirmation. I think of brozateekin.

“Umm…she’s great!”

“We want you to get off on the right foot in every way, son. Both your 

mother and I were raised on farms. We saw animals fucking all the time and 

understood the procedure. But you don’t see that part of life, living in town. 

It was your mother who suggested it originally.”

“It was Mom’s idea?” I’m skeptical.

“Ask her.” His tone says I needn’t bother.

“What about Percy?”

“Percy is our accomplice, for sure. He saw the benefit of the plan for a boy 

like you, suggested Mag Amy, and the rest, as they say, is history. Word back is 

you’re special in the sack, too.” Dad looks at me with a mix of envy, surprise 

and pride. “You’re a natural. We made a natural.” His satisfied smile makes me 

fly. “Now you know the deal, you want more of Mag Amy?”

“To see her again professionally, you mean?”

Dad nods. “It’ll be a different experience now.”

“I’m still game.”

“Good boy.”
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The day I find out my parents bought me a prostitute, the Number One 

song is Wild Thing by the Troggs. Coincidentally, it was playing on the jukebox

when we left the Hollyhock.

Mom’s having her first coffee of the day and I’m on my second bowl of 

Alpha-Bits when the town bell starts to ring. We look at the clock. 8:30. The 

bell keeps ringing.

Fire!

As eerie as it is to be awakened in the middle of the night by the frantic ringing 

of the town bell knowing some disaster is being signified, it’s equally ominous in 

the daylight. It doesn’t happen often, but when it does, it grabs everyone’s attention 

and arouses curiosity. The streets are full of vehicles heading to the town hall and 

the fire truck. The available volunteers in their heavy gear and hats drive the truck 

out of the basement of the town hall, cherry top flashing and siren a-wailing. 

Ordinary guys you see every day are transformed into potential saviours, heroes, 

firefighters. A volunteer firefighter is among the highest expressions of altruistic 

intent, of helping your neighbour without reserve.

Though Dad’s a volunteer fireman, he’s been on the road for an hour 

already, so he won’t be battling the blaze. Mom is relieved about that. A few 

minutes later, the Langwood fire engine roars down 4th Avenue and out of 

town. The phone startles us both.

Maryann calls to say Solomons’ big barn is on fire and it’s threatening their 

machine shed. CC is away at a weekly newspapers conference and she needs me to 

cover the fire. She’s on six p.m. deadline today and wants the fire included. I agree, 

of course. Maryann says I can take her car to the fire and to get plenty of pictures.

I quickly update Mom and ask her to call Percy and tell him I can’t go 

with him on the east tour as we planned today. I get the camera, extra film, my 

notepad and I’m off at a run to The Bystander office to get the car.

The roof of Solomons’ barn is fully engulfed when I pull into their farmyard 

two miles west of town. It’s bad. Sparks are landing on the roof of the machine 



• 613 •

shed that houses the farm’s equipment, most of it bought new this year. The 

firemen spray the machine shed. They’re hooking up a pump to get water from 

the dugout near the barn. I start taking pictures and making notes. Questions 

arise; I note them.

The tinder-dry barn is a total loss. Within 20 minutes all that stands is the 

three-foot-high stone foundation surrounding a pile of smouldering black 

timbers. The Solomons got their two horses out of the barn when the fire 

started so no livestock were lost, although a few pigeons in the rafters perished. 

The firemen save the machine shed and its contents, staying on the farm late 

into the day. I get my story and pictures, head back to the office by 11:30 and 

start developing the film.

Mom comes by with a sandwich and some cookies for me after two 

o’clock. I finish up developing the pictures and show her the darkroom. She’s 

very impressed.

Maryann peers over my shoulder a few times as I type out my story about 

the blaze. She reads my first draft, changes two words and gives it front-page 

space. We choose two pictures to accompany my story and seven more with 

captions for a pictorial on page three. We beat the deadline by 21 minutes.

“Excellent work today, Jim. The words, the pictures, all professional and 

perfect,” Maryann beams at me. I’m on cloud nine, have been most of the day, 

come to think of it. At two minutes after six, CC calls from Winnipeg to see 

if the paper made deadline.

“Hot news in town today, honey. I had to call in our ace reporter to cover 

a fire.” She fills CC in while giving me a big grin. She’s so beautiful, talking 

excitedly, gesticulating in her own little ways. I want to kiss her. I haven’t had 

that old feeling about Maryann in a while, even when working shoulder to 

shoulder, but here it is again. I settle for being merely ace reporter.

As I’m leaving the office I see Christy’s tow truck hauling a wreck down 

Main Street. It’s a half-ton, smashed up pretty bad in a rollover, caked in mud, 

the cab flattened. I don’t recognize the truck, but a few steps later I stop and 

turn for a second look.

As the cloud of dust behind the truck clears, I realize it’s Percy’s half-ton.
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“No, no, no, no, no, no.”

I run down the street after the tow truck. Christy pulls into the parking 

lot of his service station. He steps out of the cab just as I arrive a little out of 

breath. Christy isn’t the most communicative person, partly because he’s not 

educated and partly because he’s unfriendly and generally miserable.

“Is that Percy Peel’s truck?” I ask him.

“Who wants to know?”

“You know me. I’m Jim Crawford. Is it Percy’s truck?”

“Yup.”

“Was Percy driving it?”

“Yup.”

“Is Percy okay?”

“Nope.”

“What do you mean?”

Christy looks me up and down with a small sneer. “Percy got kilt.” He 

spits on the dry gravel.

“Percy died?”

“Died and dead, boy.”

“What happened?”

“He rolled her in that ravine south of Stammers Lake where the Little 

Saskatchewan cuts through. Probably rolled her three or four times goin’ 

down, looks like. It’s a fifty-foot drop off there.”

“And Percy died in the truck?”

“Yup.”

“Why was he driving the truck, not the Nomad?”

“Dunno.”

“How come…”

“I dunno anything, kid. Bugger off. I got work to do.” Christy starts to 

lower the broken truck.

I glance into the crushed cab and see red splotches on the dash and seat, 

and 45s scattered around the cab. I recognize the records: Summer in the City, 

Lovin’ Spoonful; Over Under Sideways Down, Yardbirds; Mother’s Little 
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Helper, Rolling Stones; Sunny Afternoon, Kinks, all songs I recommended 

Percy get, now cracked and bloodied. On the floor of the cab I see Percy’s 

fedora, matted with blood. The Hank Williams ticket is still stuck in the band. 

When Christy isn’t looking I reach in and take the ticket. It has one drop of 

blood on it.

“You still here?” Christy says to me. I can smell his garlic breath.

I need home. I take off at my fastest run, my sneakers churning up little 

clouds of dust behind me, Langwood turning into a familiar blur. I’m breathing 

heavily as I fly in the side door.

“Are you okay?” Mom and Dad say in unison.

Their expressions say they know about Percy, their open arms express 

their love. I start to cry.

“You know about Percy, then?” asks Dad.

“I saw his truck being towed in. Christy told me,” I manage through tears.

“Jim, we’re so sorry about Percy. He was a good man and good friend to 

you and to our family, as you know,” Mom says. She’s weepy, too. “We’re just 

glad you weren’t in that truck with him.”

Somehow it has escaped me that I was supposed to be riding with Percy 

today. The excitement and tension of the day made me forget all about that. 

It hits me as I stare at my parents, whose eyes are as wide and agog as mine.

I say, “Bathroom.”

As one we walk to the little bathroom, crowd in and Crawford-hug. I start 

to laugh first. Mom follows, Dad joins in. We fill the little room with joy and 

relief until we are all crying and laughing at once.

“You dodged another bullet. Good to know your lucky horseshoe is still 

lodged up your bum, son,” Dad says, which brings on more laughter.

“See how special you are, Jim, already in your short life you’ve been saved 

twice,” Mom adds.

Park calls and wants to see me. Carol calls for the same reason. I just want 

to eat with my parents, have a bath and cry myself to sleep. I get to do that.

The day Percy Peel died, the Number One song is Hanky Panky by Tommy 

James and the Shondells.
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The Bystander runs Percy’s obituary with a picture of my dead friend 

smiling, wearing his fedora, a Plain hanging from his lip.

Percival Pierce Peel
April 20, 1912 – July 22, 1966

Percy here. I’m writing my own obituary, so that means I 
must be dead. Oh well. Here’s what you need to know about 
me when I was alive. Born, raised and nurtured in Sheffield, 
England, I was the second child and first son of Katherine and 
Pointon Peel. A reasonably bright boy, I attended Crimpsbury 
Public School, sixth form, leading to University College in 
London where I eventually achieved a degree in applied 
psychology in 1937. I worked as a behavioural psychologist 
at Tavistock Clinic, a psychiatric research centre with military 
ties in London until 1947 when I emigrated to Canada with 
my wife Laurel and my two sons. We lived in Toronto and 
Barrie, Ontario, before settling in Langwood, Manitoba, in 
1950. In addition to running a small appliance repair shop, I 
owned and operated the Apache Theatre in Langwood as well 
as the Crimson Theatre in Brindle and the Blendon Theatre 
in Scarriage. I started in the jukebox business in 1956. I am 
predeceased by my parents, big sister Bette Hosten and my 
beautiful wife Laurel (nee Jenker). I leave to mourn two sons, 
my boys Clark and Barclay, several cousins in England and 
many good friends in Manitoba. I will be laid to rest next 
to my beloved Laurel in Langwood Cemetery on July 29, 
1966, at 2:00 p.m., Reverend McClune officiating. I request 
that everyone who attends my funeral wear bright coloured 
clothing like Hawaiian shirts, bright dresses, Bermuda shorts 
and hats. No black, please. Let my funeral ring with joy and 
celebrate my life in full living colour. My motto will always 
be Life is short, death is long, play the jukebox.
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I spend my 17th birthday at Percy’s funeral.

I was surprised when Bark called me a few days back and said one of 

the instructions Percy left for his funeral is he wants me to drive the Nomad 

carrying his coffin to the cemetery. I am touched to tears by Percy’s request.

The funeral home is lining up everything for me so all I have to do is drive. 

I’m not a pallbearer; I’m more like immediate family, according to Bark.

“Dad thought of you that way, Jim. Like his own boy.” Bark smiles and 

looks down. “He liked how smart you are.”

“We should have a long talk soon. I have lots of questions after reading 

your Dad’s obit.”

“I’d like that, Jim.”

Apparently when human remains are being conveyed to a cemetery in 

a vehicle other than a traditional hearse supplied by a mortician, said hearse 

supplied by a mortician must follow directly behind the vehicle, according to 

the laws about funerals. I guess that’s in case I lose Percy and he slides out the 

back, they can scoop him up and get him to the grave on time.

The day is perfect for a funeral. Sunny, warm, just enough breeze to tousle 

the multitude of bright scarves and dresses worn by female attendees and ripple 

the men’s loose loud shirts.

I choose Park to ride with me. We’re both decked out in the loudest clothes 

we could beg, borrow or steal. We mull the idea of getting high beforehand, 

but wisely decide against it. As we drive up, hearse tailing behind, the cemetery 

hillside appears to be in bloom, decorated with dozens of people in vivid colour, 

the dark green spruce rising up behind, the prairie blue skies beyond.

Some of Percy’s jukebox customers have come: Lofty from Brindle startles 

everyone he meets with his eye patch and lone ear; Cora from Stacy weeps 

quietly, crossing herself; the Camalskis from Eaglestone bring little Percy James, 

who’s a few days shy of two years old; Big Red and her hairdo tower over 

almost everyone and she’s warmly greeted as an old friend by many, including 

Mom, who says Red was a teacher back in the day but retired early. I wonder 

if Mag Amy will come, but she doesn’t.

The only person to show up in black is Reverend McClune, who looks 
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uncomfortable for a few minutes until he strips off the robe to reveal he’s 

wearing a bright blue shirt with yellow stars on it, baggy red and gold shorts, 

brown Oxfords, black socks and red sock garters. It gets a good laugh from 

the crowd, which numbers over a hundred. Percy would have loved it. Maybe 

it’s in his instructions.

Beverly Glindon sings How Great Thou Art while everyone whistles along 

behind her. That’s in Percy’s instructions for sure!

From the back of the crowd, eerily at first, a lone harmonica plaintively 

wails Abide With Me. Everyone turns; and the crowd, many brought to tears 

by the music, parts to allow Rudy Wosniak to approach Percy’s grave. As he 

slowly walks, Rudy’s song changes to You’ll Never Walk Alone, changes again 

to up-tempo In the Mood and ends with Kitten in the Cat which has everyone 

clapping along as the song speeds up. Rudy, dancing wildly to his own music, 

does two false endings before finally collapsing laughing on the fake green lawn 

around Percy’s casket. Everyone is laughing and clapping, red-faced and happy.

Percy is lowered into his grave as Reverend McClune leads us in The Lord’s 

Prayer, and it’s over.

Though the ladies have a lunch waiting in the church basement, no one 

wants to leave the cemetery. We mill around in the glorious sunshine, chatting, 

smiling, laughing at our costumes, giving Percy a worthy sendoff.

Carol takes a Polaroid of Park and me standing next to Percy’s open grave 

and another without the grave. We look very sad, a little lost but colourful.

Clark and Bark are both very appreciative of me being a good friend to 

their dad and for helping them out today.

“I didn’t want to tell you and spoil the surprise. Dad wants you to have 

the Nomad, Jim.” Bark is grinning, Clark, too.

I’m speechless. “You’re kidding me, right?”

“It’s all yours. He said you earned it out there on the road.”

“Are you guys okay with this?”

“Wouldn’t matter if we weren’t, but we agree with Dad. You can drive 

it away from here and keep it. The insurance is paid up until the end of the 

month,” says Clark.
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“It’s the perfect wheels for Mister Jim Crawford, I think,” says Park.

“Exactly,” says Bark. “Dad left an envelope for you which I was instructed 

to put in the glove box of the Nomad. Check it out.”

“You know it’s my birthday today, don’t you?”

They both look surprised. “Great gift,” Clark says. “Be happy.”

“Happy Birthday. Drive carefully and think of Dad sometimes,” says Bark.

Carol takes a Polaroid of Clark and Bark with me standing between them. 

“The Peel boys,” she says.

Rudy joins us for a picture and gets very frightened when he sees the picture 

develop immediately. He screams and runs away. Poor Rudy. He runs all the 

way back to town hollering his head off. Clark says that some African people 

and some North American Indians think you’re stealing their soul when you 

take their picture. I think of my picture of Park stuck in my mirror frame.

“Hey, guys,” Bark has his arms around Clark and me. “How about if we 

three get together at my house Sunday afternoon about one and we’ll hash 

it out about Dad. I know Jim’s itching for this and Clark and me have some 

blank spots to fill. What do you say?”

We agree to be there. “I’ll have some big news by then, I hope,” says Clark.

Afterwards on the way back to town I ask Park to check the glove box for 

the envelope Percy left me. He finds a sealed envelope with Mister Jim Crawford 

written in Percy’s swirly hand. He opens it and four $50 bills slide out. There 

is a note paper-clipped to the money. Park reads it: If you and Park can think 

of anything to do with these fifties, be my guest. Rock and roll is about fuckin’. 

With love and respect, your pal Percy.

“What a guy!”

“Did you tell him what happened when we went to see Mag Amy?”

“Yeah, I did, but very briefly because we were interrupted.”

My Saturday at the LLP is long and hot. Almost 150 bags of groceries for 

delivery. Smitheen’s little grocery closed up when Cecil took a tumble down the 

post office steps and broke his neck. I think Her Majesty will have to pony up a 

small fortune to Cec’s nine kids, two of whom are big-city lawyers. It’s good for the 

LLP, though. I’m excited about meeting with the Peel boys, my new sorta brothers.
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Bark Peel lives in the old Spooner house, kitty-corner to the town yard. 

The lot is well treed and a round patio opens the dense forest to the sky. Bark 

is sitting in a lawn chair on the patio, Club beer in hand, when I arrive.

“Wanna beer, Jim?” Bark asks.

“Never touch the stuff. Got a Coke? Where’s Clark?”

“He’s on the phone talking with his sweetie in London, his bird, as he calls her.”

“That’s what Brits call their girlfriends. What’s her name?”

“Molly. They’ve been an item for a while.”

Bark brings me a Coke, with Clark right behind him grinning from ear to ear.

“Hi, Clark. You look happy.”

“Hi, Jim. I’m on cloud nine. My bird Molly is flying over the sea to come 

and live here.”

“Really!” says Bark. “Congrats, brother, you finally talked her into it.”

“And…and I asked her to marry me and she said yes!”

I’m surprised by all this. “So you’re going to stay in Canada?”

“I’m moving back to Langwood and I’m opening a photography studio in 

the old Pincture building. Enough with the world travel for now. I want kids 

and a safe place to raise them. Langwood qualifies on all counts.”

“Wow! That’s great news, Clark.” He’s beaming. 

“I’d say you’re more like on cloud ten, maybe even cloud eleven,” I say. 

“Tell me about Molly.”

“Here’s a picture I took of her.”

Molly is very young and cute, almost beautiful, freckle-faced with a wild 

stack of blonde curls piled on her head and framing her face. I pass the picture 

to Bark, who smiles enviously.

“She’s a doll. You’re a lucky man,” I say. “When is she coming to Canada?”

“As soon as we can get the paperwork sorted out. We want to get married 

right away.”

“Will she work in the studio with you?”

“No. The plan was for her to help out Dad with the jukeboxes because 

she’s got a real good ear for music, kinda like you, Jim. Now I guess she’ll take 

over the boxes. That’s something Bark and I will sort out.”
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“I think that’s still a good plan,” says Bark. “I can’t do it with my tin ear. 

I’ll train her to fix the boxes and all that.”

“Did Percy know about your plans?”

“Dad was all for it. He loved kids and wanted a lapful of grandbabies. He’d 

be happy it’s all coming together.”

“I loved your dad,” I tell the Peel brothers, who nod and smile. “What 

a life he had! I thought he was a spy, but he was a psychologist. Don’t know 

what that means, really.”

Clark takes a swig of his Club. “I guess he was a spy of sorts, because 

psychologists look into people’s minds and help them with their mental 

problems. It was a new field of science when he got into it.”

“That’s what the clinic, umm, Tavistock Clinic, did, eh?”

“Apparently, but he gave all that up when he moved us to Canada,” says 

Clark.

“How come?”

Bark and Clark exchange glances, brows furrowed.

“Well…” Clark pauses. “He told us he wanted to make a fresh start in life, 

but Mom said he didn’t like the direction psychology was heading and wanted 

to get as far away from it as he could. He succeeded. Langwood is pretty far 

away from psychology.”

We chuckle.

“Why do you suppose Percy took the half-ton instead of the Nomad on 

that run?” I pose.

Both Peel boys shake their heads. “That’s a mystery that will die with 

Dad,” says Clark.

“Will you continue to run the shop, Bark?”

“I think so, Jim. I’m happy here. I don’t like big cities or travelling much. 

I just need to find a bird, too, is all.”

“You will. Oh, I have something for you guys.” I reach into my hip pocket 

and take out the Hank Williams ticket with a reddish spot from Percy’s blood. 

“Just after Christy hauled the truck into town I grabbed this. I thought you 

should have it.”
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Bark takes the ticket from me and stares at it as a tear rolls down his cheek. 

Clark is crying a little, too. Their tears bring out mine.

“Oh, Jim. This was one of Dad’s most precious things,” Clark says through 

his sobs. “Thank you for saving it for us.”

“We should have it framed and hang it in the store.”

“There was a drop of Percy’s blood on it.”

We sit in silence. Our tears dry on our faces in the hot afternoon.
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August 1966

It’s Friday, August 5, and I finally get away from the LLP to do the deliveries. 

The day swelters but the breeze feels wonderful with all the windows rolled 

down and there’s a new Beatles record in the world, or at least there will be 

at 4:55. CKY has been shouting all day about having an exclusive on the new 

Beatles single. The DJs keep saying we won’t believe our ears.

The previous five singles have been earth-shaking and influential in their 

own ways, introducing new ideas about what songs can be about and how to 

play them. Every song gave me new ears: Paperback Writer/Rain (June 1966), 

Nowhere Man (March 1966), We Can Work It Out/Day Tripper (December 

1965), Yesterday (September 1965) and Help! (August 1965) – solid rock songs 

(except for Yesterday) with plenty of chiming guitars and heavy backbeat. The 

Beatles love to surprise us. I’m ready for that familiar happiness to be made anew.

Just as I pull into Krames’ driveway, as relentlessly promised all day CKY 

plays the new Beatles 45. I sit in the Chevy with bated breath as they play 

Eleanor Rigby. The DJ plays it again. The voices are right, but there’s not a 

guitar or drum within earshot. Instead, a string octet supports a wailing tale of 

desolation and woe. Death, despair and loneliness combine with surreal imagery, 

creating a fast-paced story that ends on a most hopeless note – no one was 

saved. The song deepens my grief for Percy. Where’s the happiness? The cure?
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Nothing like this has ever happened before! My little LLP delivery boy’s 

mind is in utter turmoil here in Krames’ driveway. I carry or rather float their 

two bags of groceries to their door, get back behind the wheel of the Chevy 

and just sit, confused, sad, queasy, thinking, “Is this the end of the world?”

It isn’t.

When Daryl B plays Yellow Submarine 20 minutes later, I’m even more 

confused. It’s a sing-songy bit of fluff, a campfire song with an infectious chorus 

brimming with glee. The happiness is there, with seafaring sound effects and 

Beatles fun. As I park the Chevy behind the LLP for the night I realize Yellow 

Submarine is the antidote to Eleanor Rigby, but I don’t feel cured. I feel off-

balance, shaken, lonely.

Monty lets me go 15 minutes early, just as Maryann is leaving with her 

bag of groceries.

“Jim, I have something to tell you.”

On the sidewalk in front of the LLP she says, “Keep this under your hat, 

but I’m pregnant.”

“With a baby?”

“I sure hope so,” Maryann laughs.

I’m such an idiot. Of course, a baby. “That’s great news!”

“CC and I wanted you to be among the first to know, but it’s mum for 

now, okay?”

“Sure. Congratulations.”

That old familiar jealousy rears its head and I am stricken instead of joyous. 

I wonder if she can see how much of a turmoil I am in right now and how my 

words lack sincerity. She doesn’t let on.

I saunter down to the hill overlooking the lake and spend half an hour 

thinking about Eleanor Rigby’s sad tale, Maryann’s baby and how much I 

miss Percy.

That evening I drive the Nomad out to the cemetery. As I park on the 

narrow dirt road next to Percy’s plot, I’m surprised to see his headstone already 

in place next to Laurel’s. Along the bottom is carved: Life is short, death is 

long, play the jukebox. I start to laugh and realize I’m crying at the same time.
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“Don’t be sad, Jim. Just be happy.”

“Percy?”

“At your service.”

“I thought I’d come visit you because it felt like the end of the world for 

a while today.”

“What made you think it was the end of the world?”

“The new Beatles song, Eleanor Rigby.”

“No one was saved.”

I’m surprised Percy knows the lyrics of the song. “You’ve heard it?”

“I know it.”

“It’s so different from everything.”

I’m standing at the foot of the grave talking to the headstone and from 

behind me I get a whiff of a Black Cat. Turning, I see Percy with a Plain 

hanging from his smiling lips. He’s wearing Bermuda shorts and a loud 

Hawaiian shirt with dancing pineapples on it. He takes a big drag and 

blows a large smoke ring that pulses toward me, dissipating just before it 

reaches my head.

“Like smoke rings, the world ends and is created every minute, Jim. That’s 

what change does, creates new worlds when old ones end. It’s a natural law 

exerting itself.”

I’m aware of the strangeness of talking to dead Percy, but it’s not weird.

“What else would you like to know, Jim?” Percy takes another drag.

“Um…what’s it like being dead?”

“It’s like being alive, but without the bullshit. It’s bliss, Jim, bliss.”

“So you didn’t go to Hell?”

“No such thing as Hell. Someone else told you that, but you didn’t believe 

her either.”

“Beryl…” I think of Lacy and Bodean. “Beryl…”

“She knows what’s what without being high-toned about it. Unlike with 

me, you can believe everything she says.”

“Your epitaph is perfect.”

“Sums up the whole damn thing, eh? Did you like my obituary?”
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“It made you more mysterious than ever.”

“Good. Then I succeeded.”

“You have many secrets.”

“We all do, Jim. The trick is not to let the secrets you harbour force you to 

lie. But if you do have to lie, don’t let it eat you up. Did Clark tell you about 

his girlfriend coming to live in Langwood? Cute little thing, eh?”

“She’s a doll.”

“Bark will teach her how to fix the machines. Apparently she’s very 

mechanical. She’ll need some training on the jukebox runs, and I’d be eternally 

grateful if you would help her.”

“Count on me, Percy.”

“Jim, try not to fall in love with her.” Percy furrows his brow.

“I’ll try, I’ll try. Park and me thank you for the fifties. They’ll go toward 

a good cause.”

Percy grins and nods. “How do you like the Nomad?”

“Thank you for giving her to me, Percy. I’ll treat her right.”

“I know you will. C’mon.”

Percy walks toward the Nomad, gets in the driver’s seat and beckons me 

to join him.

“One more spin for old time’s sake.”

Percy tosses the cigarette out the window, starts the car without the key, 

puts it in gear and we drive up and down the dirt lanes between the rows of 

headstones in Langwood Cemetery.

“So, how does Jack Burgen get the jukebox to play Broken Hearted Melody 

without touching it?”

Percy grins at me. “I’ve answered that before.”

“But I didn’t understand your answer.”

“Good.”

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“Immensely. There are mysteries in the world that can’t be explained. That’s 

one of them. You could ask Jack how he does it. Maybe he’ll tell you, maybe not.”

“I’ll ask him.”



“Here’s the real deal, Jim: try to enjoy the mysteries of life rather than 

always solving them. And remember, when you need old Percy’s help, I’ll be 

around for you. Just whistle our song and I’ll come running.”

“Our song?”

Percy whistles How Great Thou Art, I join in and we harmonize through 

chuckles.

“Thanks, Percy, for…for being you, just you.”

“Likewise, Jim, likewise.”

I turn on the radio. CKY is playing a blast from the past, Stranger on the 

Shore by Mister Acker Bilk. We whistle along.

Be happy.
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