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ABSTRACT

Interception

Todd Babiak

This is a novel about relationships, especially familial relationships, and is primarily
concerned with issues of love and violence. The story revolves around Jeremy
Leduc, the narrator, and his father, Glen Leduc, the Fire Chief in the fictional town
of Seymour, Alberta. Jeremy is a 25 year-old university dropout and self defence
instructor who returns to Seymour after the failure of both his martial arts school and
his relationship with Ellie Donnelly, the lawyer he lived with for four years in Boston.

In Seymour, he confronts his past and attempts to set up a framework for the future.

Issues of self-protection - including the fighting theory of interception - haunt Jeremy
as he strives to discover how to interpret his world and how to achieve some sense of
goodness within it. Outside of the Leduc family story and the flashbacks of Boston,
the larger community of Seymour is explored. The hcuse across the street and the
events that occurred there, as well as the young people Jeremy encounters and re-
encounters in the small Western Canadian town in the midst of Rodeo Days are of
prime importance to the story. The novel is divided into seven parts and the present-

tense action takes place over seven days.
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To know oneself is to study oneself in action with another person.

- Bruce Lee
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Carl the wooden dummy has lost an arm. The men and women with note pads who
represent my creditors have taken everything but Carl, and against the bare wall of
the empty loft he looks like a little boy some mother has forgotten. How he came to
be handicapped will remain a mystery.

On the second floor of this old brick warehouse not far from the Commercial
Wharf, wind scatters the damp and twisted photographs that used to hang from my
bulletin board; promo shots of me pulling arm locks and triangle chokes on long-
limbed students, big shot teachers from California in tank tops with a hand on my
shoulder. smiling. Outside these open windows, the clammy mist that settles on
Boston has settled on Boston. The rain doesn't fall, it just is. And [ am a bankrupt. In
my school. [ can hear myself counting to ten, to twenty, repeating everything I had
heard. to move like water, hit harder, faster, to throw from the hip, and stop
telegraphing attacks and weaknesses. Hide your weaknesses. students. Bury them.

The echoes of my steps crack against the walls, so I tiptoe. I sneak through
my school as if something remained that I might insult. By the corner window with

the broken latch is the hook where the red heavy bag swung and creaked. On the



back wall. opposite the windows, are empty shelves where the boxing gloves and
fake knives and pads and headgear would sit, and wait. On the hardwood floor near
the central pillar is the bloodstain - my blood - now obscured by the accumulated
dust and hair and other nastiness that has made its way in through the windows.
Gone are the flags representing the origins of fighting systems. gone is the long wall
mirror, the mats, and in the lobby my couch and desk. A small tornado whips some
of the dust up so it hisses against the walls and rips at the yellow Always Beware sign
stapled above the entrance to the studio. Always Beware... | realize it isn't the
flashiest or cleverest thing to put above a door; it might as well be It Hurts To Get
Kicked In The Face. Ellie once suggested I tack my Bruce Lee noster up there, the
one from Enter the Dragon where he is bleeding from long slices across his chest and
ready, ready. Of course I had reservations, suspecting she just thought he was sexy.
Why didn’t they take all of Carl the wooden dummy? They might have gotten
$200 for him, or more; if not at the auction, at the Kung Fu and Tai Chi place on
Hanover Street. Even though he is an amputee. [ would love to take Carl home, to
Seymour. For repairs. But the hockey bags are already full of clothes, gloves,

wrestling shoes. and other small remembrances. so | have no space for him. Carl is a

sacrifice.

In the bus on the way to the airport. someone has dragged a finger through the
condensation on the window beside me. The bus is full, and I'm sure it's been full all

moming, half the city breathing and sweating that layer of wet on the window, so the



valentine heart someone drew is a deep heart. dripping. [ wonder if that someone
washed up with soap and water before eating the chocolate chip cookie in his
lunchbag. | wonder if that someone didn't, and the breath and sweat of four
thousand secretaries and salesmen jumped into someone as he licked his fingers.

Monday moming and everyone is coffee and perfume. Through the lines of
the heart, rain; a grey layer of Boston washes off the stone and bricks and into the
sewers. I can't focus this last look at churches and Marlboro billboards because the
shakiness of the bus mingled with the heat and smell of us all will make me queasy
and I'll have to ask the driver to stop, making America late. To obscure it, to make
the city dicarnear, I take a deep breath and blow on the heart.

When [ declared bankruptcy, I hid $4000 in an account my mom set up for
me in the Seymour Treasury Branch a long time ago. It's still officially under her
name so it can’t be tracked. After reading the list of books Ellie wanted me to read
while we were still together, to help me gain a more sophisticated understanding of
the world and the hearts of men. I planned on using the four grand to sit around in
my apartment, rent movies, and masturbate into socks. To drink gin and tonics until
my liver failed. Until I died or went so crazy the buzzing in the back of my head
whispered away like an old balloon.

Last night my younger brother Denton called. and changed my mind.

In the customs line-up at Logan airport, | recognize a couple of men who
trained with me in the Massachusetts Corrections workshop I used to run on
weekends; actual cops never signed up, only little guys with poor eyesight or nervous

conditions who couldnt make the regular police force. I taught them joint locks,



mostly, and aggressive simulations. These two guys were pretty good students, smart
enough, but since [ can't stomach any stories today about how this cool Jujitsu move
worked in that situation. stories about ass kicking here and crook busting there, I tum
away from them. And I tum away from them because I'm ashamed of what has
happened, ashamed of my student Bobby Bullas, who killed a boy.

To the reporters and everyone else, I said: I teach self defence. What did I do
wrong? What?

They had some pretty good answers.

Bye, Boston.

My younger brother Denton called me up last night to tell me about Nick Lozinski
and the Plum House. About how it’s spring in Seymour, ripe, and sweet smelling.
When he called [ was in the process of getting drunk for the first time in a long time,
one-ounce Bombay Sapphire gin and tonics with lime, and feeling very strongly
about Chet Baker. Drinking is tough. I found, when you're living alone on the
eleventh floor of a studio apartment and trying to drink, truthfully only waiting for
some great beauty to walk through the door and find you alone, and drinking, and
listening to moony Chet Baker. You want her to see you as the sexiest black-and-
white film star, maybe see how thoughtful you really are. And of course fall in love
with you. But it was late when Denton hung up, and my door was locked, and |

don’t know my neighbours.



Two days ago. Denton said. Nick Lozinski ripped off a bunch of money from
work, bought a black Jeep Cherokee Sport Limited Edition with an automatic
sunroof and gold trim, drank himself nuts, seriously injured a three year-old girl, and
crashed into the front door of the Plum House. Nick Lozinski and I played Pee Wee
hockey together two years in a row; he played centre and I was left wing on his line.
Both years, he wore the C. I dropped a full glass of orange pop on the kitchen floor
at his thirteenth birthday party and his mom, a kind and very fat woman who Nick
liked to do impressions of in the dressing room, squeezed my shoulder with her soft
hand just as [ went for my mouth with my fingers in the nervous way I still have.
“Don’t you worry one red speck, Jeremy,” Mrs. Lozinski said, over Van Halen'’s
1984, and she bent over and cleaned up my spilled orange pop. She didn’t smell or
pretended not to smell the vodka Nick had snuck into it, and at that moment I was
so glad I'd only taken one sip of that vodka. | was glad to be in her house, glad that
Nick and I were on the same team and that it was October; that the Halloween light
was getting low outside and that my birthday was coming up too.

With his explosive speed and deceptive stick handling, Nick was by far the
best player on the team. and even though he didn’t like to admit it, a pretty smart
guy in school. He was tall for his age and handsome, with high cheekbones and hair
short in the front and long and curly in the back. If any of the girls were going to
write on any boy's arm in class - happy faces and skulls and crossbones and anarchy
symbols and daisies - it was almost always one of Nick's arms.

The Lozinskis lived in a cream after-dinner-mint house on the shore of a

manufactured lake in Seymour Gardens. On the day of Nick’s thirteenth birthday



party, the big house was warm and the heater gave off a comforting burnt-dust
smell. So burnt dust and baking and cigars, and when the front door opened to let
kids in and out. dead leaves. Gold-framed pictures of Nick and his two brothers were
everywhere, and Mrs. Lozinski kept a room with leather fumiture and white carpets
that looked as though it hadn't been used in three years. A shiny piano, polished
endtables, an impossibly clean fireplace.

Walking home as the sun went down, ignoring the rest of the team who
claimed to be drunk on half a capful of vodka each, | was mad and jealous about
Nick Lozinski being the luckiest kid in the world. I thought about my own loud dad in
the bleachers during our hockey games, my dad whc everyone knew, and then I
thought about Mr. Lozinski who sat alone in his grey suits and never yelled, fat like
his wife, smoking cigars in between periods. My dad tucked his jeans into his big
fireman boots and slapped us on the way out to the ice in a way that embarrassed
me as Mr. Lozinski simply took his seat again after each intermission, ready to nod or
maybe clap when Nick scored his goals. Nick always scored a lot of goals. He stayed
in hockey, I quit.

In the tenth grade, after not speaking to each other for a few years because
he'd become a WHL prospect Junior A player and I'd become other things, Nick
Lozinski pissed on my head at the Safe Graduation party. Since they didn't want
drinking and driving, the Seymour town council sponsored the Safe Grad every
year, bussing everyone out to the secret location which always tumed out to be a
sandy pit in the flats east of town where a plane had crashed in the seventies. By the

time the sun had plunged below the mountains, I was drunk for the first time in my



life. At some point, I left my drama friends - who didn't seem to want to be at the
Safe Grad and who weren’t drinking near as much as [ was - and wandered around
before passing out. I woke up at around midnight and my Oilers cap was gone. It
was completely dark, but the fire was massive. Football players were running through
the middle of it and everyone was laughing about that. By the side of the fire, a
brown-haired girl named Tracy with olive skin and a neck that made me want to lick
it started telling me about what she liked and disliked about Duddy Kravitz, who we
had been reading about in English class. I knew who Tracy was and | knew | had no
business talking to her.

Her lipstick was crooked, and she had a scar that ran from her top lip to the
bottom of her nose. It was a fine scar. Tracy looked warm and familiar in the
firelight, cozy, smoky. I'm not sure how I ended up kissing her but I kissed her and
she dropped her big plastic bottle of apple cider and stared silently at me for a while.
After picking up the bottle and taking a drink from it, [ told her I liked scars. Scars
like hers.

Later, after throwing up for a while behind some birch trees and retumning to
the fire, someone who smelled like rum and Coke picked me up from where [ was
slumped. As this boy held me. Nick Lozinski punched me in the face, calling me a
faggot drama fag and some kind of rapist and a piece of shit. | remember the sound
it made, these punches, how some of them hurt and some of them didn't. The thud
against my cheeks, and teeth. Then having no balance, being dragged into the dark
of cowboy boots, short grass, and sand. Wanting to puke some more. She Sells

Sanctuary by The Cult was playing. I remember liking the taste of my own blood,



letting it comfort me as [ crawled there. spitting to separate the pure stuff from the
sandy bits gathered up from being face down in the plane crash dunes. Nick Lozinski
kicked me as [ tried to stand up, and called me all kinds of things as his hockey
friends stood around him, laughing with bottles of beer in their hands. I could see,
and then [ couldn't see, and then I woke up completely and Nick was pissing on me.
Piss, the steaming raunch of it mixing with the smell of my own puke, and the blood
- all of it in my hands like the innards of a horrible egg. Hot. On my hands and knees
I tucked my chin into my collarbone and waited until he was finished. There was
laughing at first, lots of it, but by the time it was over and [ was kneeling in front of
them all, spitting, and Nick was doing up his pants, the night was completely silent.
Two afternoons ago, Nick Lozinski walked into Gordy's, the bar my brother
Denton manages. He ate two orders of chicken fingers with barbecue Saucé for
dipping and told Denton, after about eight rye and gingers, all about how his wife
Tracy was as good as gone, her and _the kids. That he was fairly positive she was
going to take up with the Nip she'd been fucking in the city. Leaning over the bar, he
whispered to Denton about how he understood why people murdered other people;
he didn't understand it before but he understood it now. It was Friday night, and
Gordy's is busy on Friday nights. Though it was loud, Denton overheard Nick telling
some guys about his brand new Jeep, about how he was really looking for some
good cocaine. At midnight, after paying his tab with cash and picking a couple of
fights that didn't amount to much, Nick left. Denton cglled the cops and told them
what Nick had said about the murdering and the cocaine, and half the bar went

outside to see what would happen.



It's spring in Seymour, but winter habits are strong. so Nick let the Jeep warm
up awhile as he yelled taunts and threats to a few people standing and drinking and
smoking, waiting for him to do whatever he was going to do. The cops showed up,
three cars with Chicken George up front, and Nick floored it. Gordy's is in the same
strip mall as a Safeway, so shopping carts are everywhere. Nick clipped one on his
way out of the unpaved parking lot. It flew and hopped in the dust and rocks,
somersaulted, and smacked into the three year-old girl whose mother was taking
advantage of the midnight-madness pre-Rodeo Days shopping event. The cart hit
the little girl, whose head smashed into the front of her mother’s mini-van. Her
njuries turned out to be non-life-threatening.

Seymour isn’t an old town by New England standards, but for the prairies it
has some age because it was a freshwater stop on a trapline into the Rockies. After
they expanded Black Gold Drive into a freeway, our street, the oldest street in town,
became Kravchuk Crescent. The house across from ours, the Plum House, has been
empty since 1990, the year [ left Seymour. As Denton told me the story last night, I
wondered: why did Nick weave his way through town. sirens behind him. only to
settle on a dead-end?

A couple of years ago, Denton sent me a Seymour Star article about three
generations of Kravchuk history, and the house they lived in. The article was a nice
load of horseshit, and anyone who'd lived in Seymour more than two years would
have known it, but they did include a before-and-after picture that I taped to the
fridge. The Plum House in 1918, soon after it was built. strong and regal like a

diamond on a plate of dirt; and the Plum House today, complete with the jungle



grass and the boarded-up picture window someone had spraypainted RAD GRAD
92 across.

I can see Chicken George with his lights and his siren. squealing in behindv
Nick at the mouth of our crescent. According to the story Chicken George told
Denton later that night, Nick didn't even slow down. He jammed that black
Cherokee Sport Limited Edition with gold trim as if he planned on busting through
the fence, through the dead-end. Then he veered right and smashed into the front
door of the Plum House. The cops stopped on the street between our houses, lights
flashing, and inched towards the house on foot, little black guns in hand. Chicken
George stood amidst the high grass and weeds in the front yard of the Plum House.
The two younger Mounties hung back. Without provocation. Nick staggered out of
the house. He stood in front of Chicken George and pulled out a pen. “I'll use this
thing,” he said.

“I wouldn't advise that, Nick, "~ said Chicken George, “we have guns.”

Nick stabbed at the air with his pen, and stomped and pulled at his hair. After
turning around to get a load of the mess he’'d made, he stabbed the air some more.
“Not on you guys. On me. et me go home to my wife and kids, George, or I'll ram
myself with this thing. Please. I'll be good. My daughter... she has the spring flu, you
know. She’s gotta get better for the fair next weekend, so she needs Nyquil for kids.
The fair, George. " Nick began to weep. “Help me out over here, George.”

As Nick spoke, Dad turned on the outside light and sat on the front porch in
one of his Sears sweaters, wearing his tight black gloves with the fingers cut out,

peeling and eating a banana.
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“Hiya, Glen," said one of the younger cops. whose name I don't know.

Chicken George stepped forward. “Put the pen down, son, and we’ll talk like
human beings. Last thing we want is anybody getting hurt. Come on. Nick. ['ve
known you since you were small.”

After carefully wiping his eyes with the sleeve of his dress shirt, Nick sobbed
for a minute, looking down at his feet. Then he stuck the pen into his neck, good
and hard, but an inch away from the carotid artery. Chicken George tackled and
cuffed him.

Realizing that Tracy his wife had been seeing Hong Park, a real estate agent
from the citu. Nick stayed at work over noon hour to chat with the Seymour Star
secretary. When she asked him to watch the phones as she used the washroom, he
opened the company book and wrote himself a cheque for 35 grand. What had they
been chatting about? According to the secretary, who was in Gordy'’s last night, Nick
told her that a skinned bear so closely resembles a human being that a lesser hunter
cannot bring himself to eat the animal. After lunch hour, Nick asked his press room
boss if he could take the afternoon off because of an inner ear infection. He drove
into the city and deposited the cheque into a new account. After buying the
Cherokee with one of his temporary Nick Lozinski cheques, he hooked up with a
black call girl named Candace and spent a few hours with her in the Strathcona
Hotel. He emptied his account just before the bank closed. Then he sped down
Highway 27, where Chicken George pulled him over, admired the new truck, and

gave him a waming for speeding and not wearing a seatbelt. From there straight to
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Gordy's, where he drank rye and gingers and ate chicken fingers dipped in barbecue
sauce.

Nick resisted, screaming about his father and all the people he has in his back
pocket, before quieting down and leaning against the back of a cruiser as one of the
younger cops bandaged his cut. Just before he was ushered into the back of the car,
Nick looked across the street to Dad, and shrugged. When Denton got home, the

thin orange tarp that covered the hole in the Plum House was flapping in the wind.

Dad bought us a Beta machine almost as soon as they came out, and the first
movies Denton and I rented were Bruce Lee’s and Ninja flicks starring Sho Kosugi.
Even though Bruce and Sho sometimes used weapons and in-close fighting
techniques, the kicks were what made the movies so good. A circle of bad guys
would surround them in a bar or some kind of bad guy compound, and they'd whup
everyone's ass with spinning kicks and flipping kicks and incomprehensible neck-

breaking kicks. Denton and | would tense up like wild rabbits and squirm in the
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peeling vinyl chairs Dad would never replace, squeezing our little hands into fists and
cheering our boys, high-fiving when the battles were won.

Two weeks after Nick Lozinski pissed on my head. I joined the only martial
arts school in Seymour at the time, Tiger Tae Kwon Do. The brochure said it was an
ancient hand-and-foot fighting system known for its devastating flurries of kicks and
rigorous training methods. As Dad drove me, I nibbled away at the skin around my
fingernails..

*I wish your brother woulda come too. I mean, Christ. Your grampa used to
take me out into the field and beat me until [ bled from my ears. To toughen me up.
Your Uncle Dan used to kick the bejeezus out of me too. It's normal about growing
up, Jeremy. Maybe this class’ll do for you what it did for me.”

“Make me bleed from my ears?”

He shook his head. “Christ almighty. You know what I'm saying.” Folding his
bottom lip over the top to let me know he respected what [ had to say, sorta, but I
was wrong wrong wrong, he looked out his window. “You know, it's more
complicated than bleeding, Jeremy, so quit your horse’s ass talk. If your mother
were here, she’d say the same thing.”

[ mumbled something under my breath, something like “Fuck you,” or “Eat
my ass  because | had no use for his if your mother stuff. On banner days, Dad
would use my dead mom as leverage in as many as ten genres: bed making, food
fixing, homework doing, lawn mowing, sarcasm ending, dish washing, temper

adjusting, time managing, garage cleaning, and lottery ticket buying.

13



“Listen, | can take you home right now, and you can whistle on back to your
fruitcake drama class and get your ass good and kicked ten or eleven times a day for
all [ care. If you wanna be a--"

"I don’t want to be that. I just want you to stop summoning Mom every time |
say or do something you don't like.”

Dad tumed up the radio, CIKN Country, and squeezed the wheel of the truck
at 10 and 2. The song was about Saturday nights in Mexico. A few blocks later, he
turned it down again, plopping his right arm up over the back of the blue seat,
around the shoulders of the imaginary woman beside him. Where Mom used to sit.
We were waiting for the train to pass, ding ding ding, and Dad looked over at the
empty rail cars parked to the right of us undemeath the north end grain elevator. It
was another hot afternoon, and the windows were open. The musty, smothering
smell of the fields was everywhere, but in my nervousness [ was still cold. As the
blinking barrier lifted and 50th Avenue opened up, the ten drivers of the ten cars and
trucks that passed us as we crossed the tracks waved and nodded and tipped their
hats to Dad. CIKN Country enveloped the town, those Saturday nights in Mexico.
When it was just the two of us again, turning right, he put his bottom lip over the top
again, and wiped underneath his nose. "I just hated to see you that night, Jeremy.
What if one of those boots to the head was a little over, in the temple? When [ think
of it I shudder all the way down to my toes, kid. It makes me want to cry out at
night. Bleeding and sick, covered in piss, and | couldn't do a thing about it. There’s
no protecting you kids anymore. I mean. there you were, covered in that little

bastard’s...”
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“Yeah.” I didn't want to hear him say it again.

Tiger Tae Kwon Do was in a strip mall at the far north end of town, near the
car dealerships and the McDonald’s. The bus depot was right next door, so there
were lots of lonely-looking people wearing several layers of bread-coloured clothes
standing around outside, occasionally peeking into the studio, breathing on the glass.
Inside there were photos of skinny Korean men everywhere, posters of them
jumping head-height, kicking each other. and chopping bricks and wood. Tran, tiny
Tran with the third degree black belt, clasped his hands in the entrance of the studio
and invited us into his office, which was decorated with photographs of tigers just
about to pounce, and rice paper drawings. We sat. After an inspirational speech
about the martial arts being all about discipline and mind and body enhancement, he
said my marks would certainly pick up in school. Dad cleared his throat. “I don't
think Jeremy - not that I have to speak for him - is interested in the sport so much,
or even the cultural aspects. Thing is, Tran, he took a decent beating a few weeks
ago and he's really here to learn how to take care of himself. A few months, you
know. He’s already finishing grade 10 so I suppose we should have had him in here
years ago.” Dad cuffed me on the shoulder and looked away. and said, slowly,
“Even though I boxed as a kid, I never got around to teaching him much of anything
on that side of things.™

“"What happened, Jeremy?” said Tran, standing up. waving at the incense
smoke. His height hovered somewhere in the 5 foot 2 range. The tone was very us-

against-them and [ liked that, and trusted him immediately. imagining him and me
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knocking on Nick Lozinski's door. knocking him senseless, and having a nice piss
swordfight over his teary carcass before hunting his cowboy-booted associates.

“Nothing much. I just got beat up by some guys.”

“They urinated on him is the shit of it,” said Dad. | had asked him not to
mention that, ever, to anyone. If half the town knew, | didn’t need the other half
finding out. [ wanted to leave.

Then Tran told us a story about how he was in a Vietnamese concentration
camp as a young man. He lost his entire family. With some friends, he escaped and
ended up in Korea, where he began training. “I started training serious because I
knew, I had learned from the camps.™

“Knew what?” said Dad.

“That no one, no one in this life would take care of me. Not God. I was
alone, and I would have to fight to live.”

[ knew what Tran was talking about. It wasn’'t only remembering the taste of
Nick Lozinski's piss that had kept me up every night. It wasn’t only the imagined
scenarios of his destruction making my heart beat too fast. It was, more than
anything, a tightening in my stomach, a pillow-pounding clench all through me, the
realization that I was essentially single, an adult, a free agent in a world that was not
beautiful, not kind or funny »nr happy like the one on TV. These were the saddest
days since my mom's death. No one was looking out for me.

Through the walls, as Dad signed some forms, early students yelled and
kicked. I could see them kicking the air. me kicking the air. making the air around

me dangerous, increasing the distance between me and everyone.
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Handing me my white belt uniform. Tran showed me how to bow to the
studio before going upstairs to change. Travis Many Fires, a short Indian guy I
recognized from Rapid Arcade, showed me how to tie my belt. And downstairs he
showed me how to do the preliminary stretching. Travis was a green belt, the cut-off
for beginners. With his blue stripe he would be off to the advanced class, where [
was certain the kicks and punches were at an esoteric level of devastation I would
never, ever reach. As I stretched, [ could feel the rest of the class sizing me up. And
every time [ looked through the doorway, Dad gave me a thumbs-up and a smile
from where he sat on a couch in the lobby.

Without waming, Tran came out and yelled something in Korean. Everyone
lined up. In the chaos, I slipped around on my bare feet, confused and forsaken for a
moment before finding a place in the back. Tran yelled again and everyone bowed
and I bowed. Completely lost, I looked over at Travis, who had scuttled across the
room to complete some arcane formation based on rank, and he mouthed, “Just
follow along.” Axe kicks, front snap kicks, roundhouse and sidekicks. With the heel,
no, with the instep. I was behind everyone, trying to gimp along, catching a glimpse
of myself in the mirror now and then, bitten with intense shame, hyper-aware of Dad
watching me. The other white belts around me scowled with disgust as I bumped
into them. off balance. After some hand-clapping, we were practicing forms. Forms,
as [ understood them, were just rehearsed sequences of kicks and punches against
an imaginary attacker who you had to pretend was in front of you, getting the
beating of his lifetime. Just as I was starting to get it, someone behind me, a girl of all

people, farted and excused herself. I laughed and looked around for some support,
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and a thick cloud of desolate, dusty, western-saloon silence descended on the
Seymour Tiger Tae Kwon Do Club.

“Jeremy.” said Tran. smacking me across the head. “no laughing. On the
ground.”

I sat down and Tran kicked me lightly in the stomach. My eyes gushed up.

“On your stomach. Pushup position. Twenty pushups, on your knuckles.
Count out loud.™

Through the legs, past the doorway, Dad shook his fist in encouragement. He
nodded and shook it some more.

[ told myself, tears falling, on about pushup number eleven that | hated Tran
and all Asian people, that I was never coming back to this bamboo-smelling piece of
shit, that Dad could go fuck himself, and that that very night I would slice my wrists
in the tub and write slogans against my family and town and country and God in my

own blood on the wall before taking a no-more-martial-arts bath into hell.
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Seymour sits on the last stretch of prairie before you hit the foothills, an hour east of
the Rocky Mountains. Eight thousand people live here, mostly families who got out
of farming twenty or thirty years ago when the consolidated operations wiped out the
small landowners. And oil people. Some Seymour Gardens types commute to city
law offices and brokerages in Jaguars, but for me, this town feels too remote to be a
suburb, even if the view is pretty.

There are hotels, bars, restaurants, and bakeries like in any town, and there's
a museum, and even some tourist shops for the odd family who takes the secondary
highway by accident. Germans, mostly, who buy just enough postcards and Inuit
soap carvinae and moose t-shirts to keep the stores opened. It's cold in the winter
and hot in the summer and now it's both, which is better than either.

“Different, eh?” says Denton.

On the secondary highway that the Germans take by accident, the one that
connects Seymour with the airport and therefore Germany, we are bouncing around
in his 1976 red Ford truck, the rustmaster, and he is conscious that I am studying
him as he drives. Thanks to beer and bar food, his neck and face are pudgier than
the last time | saw him. manlier. Stubble. The eyes are somehow bluer, maybe he’s
using coloured contacts, and his hair is shorter than it ever was. He's very
handsome, more handsome than me. and sweeter in the face. friendly. I used to be
jealous of Denton when we were growing up, because he was always funny and
good looking. He never went through the slouching, nerdy phases | did, his teen
years were relatively pimple-less, and people were always calling him up, especially

girls. With the windows opened and this good-smelling air blowing through the cab,
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he looks a little like a cowboy ought to look, relaxed and tough but not in a brand-
new denim or sequined way. Three years ago, at Christmastime, he flew out East to
meet Ellie, who was then my almost-fianc e and best compadre other than him, and
he hated Boston. No sky, no stars at night, too many people and languages and old
and dirty, too fashion-oriented, all these mean people wrapped up worrying about
everything that doesn’t matter.

“Yeah. It is different.” The McDonald’s just inside the town limits has a
covered playground attached to it, with plastic tubes and big buckets of red, white,
and blue balls for kids to jump into. More Ford and GM car dealerships, a bigger
MaclLeod’s Hardware, a Taco Bell and a Wendy’s, new-looking gas stations, a
colourful sign for the Judo school, and now there’s a liquor store on almost every
corner: Scotty’s Liquor, Seymour Liquor, City Centre Liquor, Rocky Mountain
Liquor, Klondike Liquor, Big Dave'’s Liquor. “Lots of booze.”

“We should get some. I got Louis to cover for me when you called, so we can
get cranked if you want.”

“I'shouldn't.”

“Why not, Jeremy? It's not as if you're out of shape. and you don't have to

work.”

“I am out of shape. | haven't been in the gym since Bobby Bullas. I feel like a

blimp.”
Denton sticks his head out the window and takes a big whiff. “Ahh. Smell

that, Jeremy? You smell home?” He takes a couple of rights, off 50th Street, and
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pulls into Klondike Liquor. A big, black felt marker on orange construction paper in
the window says, RODEO DAYS GOLDRUSH! “What are we drinking?”

“Whatever you like, Denton. You're the expert.”

He raises his eyebrows at me and gets out of the truck. Across the street, at
the Fas Gas where I worked one summer, are two versions of grade-12-me in red
coveralls, sitting on stools just outside the door. Everyone walking in and out of the
liquor store is dressed for summer. shaking hands with each other and praising that
setting sun and how sweet it is to not be bundled up, freezing cold, slow and omery.
Banners hang over the streets, advertising the carnival and rodeo this weekend.

In the rear-view mirror, Denton drops a case of Pilsner into the back of the
truck, passing a paper bag under his left arm and shaking some guy’'s hand.
Laughing at something, maybe Nick Lozinski, who must still be the going concem
gossip-wise. There’s too much glare and I can't see who the other guy is, but he’s
wearing the same jean jacket as Denton, the slightly faded Lee Stormrider with a
corduroy collar. There are more trees than I remember, trees everywhere, and huge
lawns. Lawns still wet from the snowmelt, still brown.

Back in the truck, Denton turns back on to 50th Street, and the anxiety hits
me. The fear of seeing my dad, thoughts I've been putting off all day. In the plane
and in the airport, and really for the last seven years. When I first got into black belt
competitions I used to wish, on the drives to the arenas and gyms where they were
held, in Spokane and Missoula and Calgary and Regina, that the drive would last
forever, that I wouldn't have to get out and fight at all, that I could somehow be a

fighter without fighting, that I could separate the mind from the body in a certain
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way, and the fighting-body-me could take care of business and then come back to
the real-mind-me, and we could get together after all the hard work was done and
drink a pop and reflect about things. I'd love to take a break from my mind for a
while, let my body deal with Dad, and then come back in a week, fresh, purged,
ready. “Hey Dent. You know it might be easier if I hole up in a hotel for a couple of
days. Ease into this.”

“No. It's about time you and Dad talked.”

“But it might be easier if I--”

“No. No hotel. You'll sleep at home, in your bed. Where you belong. You
can quit shitting your pants, by the way, because he's not even home right now.
He's working graveyard tonight.”

“I guess I'm just a bit scared, Denton. That'’s all I mean.”

“Yeah. Well.”

Down Black Gold Drive, we take a right past the Rapid shopping centre,
where all the welfare families live above Superior Video and the arcade. Everything
here looks the same, just worse.

“Notice they tore down the grain elevator?”

Little pockets of filth-covered snow refuse to melt underneath random piles of
scrap wood and metal in the empty lot. There is a thriving grain elevator north and
east of here, near the fire hall, where the train tracks turn towards the city. But this
one, the old, white, peeling-paint grain elevator used to be one of the best and
spookiest places in the world. The rail connection has been ripped-up too, and rotten

old ties lie scattered among some trees in between here and the hospital. When we
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were kids. we'd slingshot rocks at the mice who lived around the tin silos. Mice were
always zinging around everywhere, doing whatever it is mice do all day. Eating, I
guess. Sometimes, if you were running in the right place at the right time and you
scared some, they'd stampede right under your feet and you'd step on a head and
it'd cry and your heart would jackhammer and you'd scream and jump and tell your
brother and friends about it and you’d all crowd around and watch it die.

At the mouth of Kravchuk Crescent there are stains on the pavement. “Nick
was really moving,” I say, because Denton is going slow, to show me.

“I wasn't lying to you.”

The little war-time houses at this end of the crescent are bright, as if someone
has been buffing at the aluminum siding. Since I remember the crescent with leaves
on the trees, the houses seem exposed, naked. Abandoned tricycles and wagons and
tiny BMXs with training wheels litter the sidewalks, dollies too, all good news.
American family cars and trucks in the driveways, with older Camaros and El
Caminos and shortbox Chevys - dwindling youth - parked on the street. These are
young families; the seniors who used to live on this end of the street are gone.
Glowing televisions tell me it is dinner time in Seymour. and everyone is watching
Oprah Winfrey as they eat their baked ham and tuna casseroles.

In contrast to the colourful bungalows at the mouth of the crescent, the Plum
House is huge and the colour of briquettes. In this flat. still wintry light, the wooden
house looks as if it'd been built with strips of ash. The boards are sparse and
blackened on the second floor, where the fire was. As we roll past the house and

turn around to park across the street I feel cold, wrong, so I look to Denton, who has
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been watching me for a reaction. I raise my eyebrows lazily, to show Denton it's
nothing to me, and as we park I look back. Thick tire tracks have ripped through the
high, brown grass in the front yard, and it looks like Nick may have bounced off the
big elm tree that I was never allowed to climb. Around the tree and the tracks, the
yard is littered with beer cans and plastic shopping bags. The big double doors have
been smashed to splinters, and on the plywood covering the picture window,
someone has painted over Rad Grad 92. The front balcony that used to jut out
hopefully from the attic looks as though it is ready to come tumbling down; what kid
didn’t secretly want to play up there, when it was healthy? As Denton parks in front
of our place, the monstrous house across the street looks as though it’s tired of being
here, sinking shamefully into the ground, into nowhere, so something fresh can be
built on top of it and everyone can have some mercy, and forget.

William Kravchuk, father of Joe Kravchuk and son of the man who built
Seymour with the money he made running booze into Montana during prohibition,
bought all the little houses on this street, ours included, from the city after World War
II. Some people said he sold them for cheap to make the Plum House seem bigger
and more beautiful than it already was. to make his car brighter and faster than it
already was, his wife prettier and his kid smarter, his laugh louder.

Our own little brown and white house with, yes, aluminum siding, looks nice.
The pine trees Mom planted when | was a baby are taller than two of me now, and
the garage has been recently painted. Denton points to the Plum House. “Dad had

to drive the Jeep out of there. Chicken George wouldn't do it, he was afraid it would
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fall on him. Plus, there’s always Satanists in there, so he was probably worried about
stumbling over a dead goat or a German Shepherd with its paws cut off.”

On the driveway, Denton carries the heaviest hockey bag and the case of
beer. ['ve got the light one and the bottle of scotch.

“Funny what you said earlier about being scared,™ he says, putting down the
case and the bag, and fishing a flat-looking basketball out of the pathetic shrub that’s
been beside our back steps forever. “For years I couldn’t imagine you scared. Maybe
it’s a big brother thing, even though you're only 2 years older and actually smaller.”
He kicks some thin gravel at me, lining up his shot. “But it seemed like all the fighting
would make you, you know...” He shoots and the balls arcs and hangs heavy on the
rim above the garage door before falling in. It lands on the concrete with a plop and

doesn’t bounce. “Invincible. Isn’t that the point?”

The house smells like nothing. But I'm sure it smells mysteriously like me, like us, like
Leducs. We cart the bags downstairs, where Denton’s room has expanded to include
almost all of what used to be the basement TV room where we’'d watch movies all
day every rainy summer day when Dad was at work; the room where Dad watched
NHL playoff games late at night a few months after Mom died so he could be close
to us and sleep with Denton if he had to, because of Denton'’s nightmares. I'd stand
right behind Dad, biting my fingernail skin through overtime when I was really

supposed to be sleeping. He never knew I was there, or if he did he secretly

approved.
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My room, though, is just as I left it, only cleaner. I hoist my bags up on to the
bed and check things out as Denton sits on the stairs, watching me. I stick my thumb
towards the TV room and give him the old I-didn’t-know-you-were-a-carpenter face.

“Your room is always the cleanest in the house. Dad actually cleans it.”

After Dad got out of the hospital, Denton explained to me how fragile he had
looked, and helpless. He couldn’t understand how I could stay away, how I could go
on living in Boston knowing our Dad could die. What kind of person was I? What did
[ think living was all about?

My Tae Kwon Do belts, from white to black, are still nailed to the wall in
sequence, and my medals are hanging from a big silver hook above the headboard,
where Catholics hang crosses and pictures of Mary.

“It is clean.”

“Well, Jeremy. Drinks?” I nod and he turns and stomps up the stairs in his
shit kickers, banging the wall as he does it. | think: my brother is 23 years-old. He
vells, “Come on up.” I do. but he stops me as I walk through the kitchen into the
living room. “Close your eyes.”

Just before I close them. I peek into the living room and spot the watercolour
painting of my mom and me and the little garden she used to have on the side of the
house. Bleeding pastel colours and the sun glittering off the bumper of a Datsun you
can't quite make out. Mom kneeling in the dirt, one of her hands underground and
the other one scratching her head. looking back and up at me in the painting, about
to say something. Jeremy, are you helping or what? She's wearing a blue halter top

and long, dirt-stained pink gardening shorts. Her legs are plumper than they really
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