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First Period

Finnie Walsh will forever remain in my daily thoughts, not only because of the shocking circumstances of his absurd demise, but because he managed to misunderstand what was truly important even though he was right about almost everything else. Finnie Walsh taught me that those in need of redemption are rarely those who become redeemed.

Finnie Walsh’s parents owned more than half of Portsmouth, the mill town of 30,000 where Finnie and I grew up. I still remember the startled look on my father’s face the first time he peered out the front window and saw me in the driveway shooting pucks with his boss’ youngest son. My father’s concern was not motivated by fear for Finnie’s safety; Finnie Walsh, a strawberry-blond, freckled boy with stubby fingers and slate-grey eyes, was not at all frail. He was of a sturdier than average build for a child his age, almost pudgy in a cheerful sort of way, and was only small when compared with his father and three older brothers, who were gigantic.

Mr. Walsh had felt that Finnie would benefit from some toughening up, so instead of sending him to the all-boys’ prep school that his brothers and most of the other children of Portsmouth’s wealthier citizens attended, Finnie was enrolled in Portsmouth Public School. It was there, in September of 1980, packed into Mrs. Sweeney’s third-grade classroom, that my friendship with Finnie Walsh began.

For four generations, the Walsh family had been Portsmouth’s main employer. My father was the most recent in a long line of men named Robert Woodward to work in the Walsh family sawmill. The older I got, the more I understood how much my father wanted me to break the cycle and work somewhere else. With this in mind, my father insisted that I not be named Robert. “Our family,” he often said, “is stuck in a rut.”

When I met Finnie Walsh, I was too young to realize that we weren’t supposed to be friends. It didn’t take long for Finnie and me, thrust together in the back row of Mrs. Sweeney’s alphabetically ordered classroom, to become inseparable. We each had substantial hockey card collections, although we were at odds about which cards were valuable and which were not.

My favourite player was Wayne Gretzky, who had just begun his second season in the NHL. Finnie’s favourite player was Peter Stastny, a Czechoslovakian rookie with the Quebec Nordiques.

“Gretzky’s okay, I guess, if you like that sort of thing. I think he’s flashy,” Finnie said.

If there was one thing Finnie Walsh didn’t like, it was “flash.” It was for this very reason that we ended up playing hockey in my driveway that day instead of the much larger and smoother driveway leading up to the Walsh estate. Finnie agreed that his driveway was in all ways superior to mine; he just didn’t want to play there.

The Walsh house was very flashy. It was situated in the middle of a seven-acre lot overlooking the river. Upstream from the mill, of course. The grounds were surrounded by an imposing wrought-iron fence. In many ways the house resembled the American White House, except that it was made of brick. Fountains, benches and a gazebo dotted a magnificently manicured lawn surrounded by an excess abundance of flowers. Mrs. Walsh had been an avid gardener. She had died when Finnie was a baby, but as a tribute to his late wife Mr. Walsh hired an extra gardener to maintain the flowerbeds.

The first time Finnie and I played hockey in my driveway, we didn’t even have a net. I drew one on our garage door with chalk and for a while we just passed the ball back and forth, taking the odd shot. My father was working the night shift that week and every time we scored the ball slammed against the garage door and woke him up.

Having had his sleep disturbed several times by a strange echoing thud, my father got out of bed and came to the front window to investigate. He peered between the drapes, watching me stickhandle, feathering a tape-to-tape pass between the legs of an imaginary defenceman. Through the window, I saw him frown and furrow his eyebrows. Finnie took the pass, went inside-out and shot one hard at the top corner. Thud! My father clenched his jaw. Suddenly it dawned on him exactly who had taken the shot. When he realized that Finnie Walsh, Roger Walsh’s son, was in our driveway, his eyebrows arched and his jaw unclenched. He disappeared behind the curtains.

Finnie and I celebrated the goal, a perfect combination of teamwork and individual skill. My mother appeared in the window. Her face changed from disbelief to shock as Finnie won the face-off, beating the opposing team’s centre, and rifled me a pass. I took the puck on my backhand and, spinning around, gave it back to Finnie. He had gone to the net and was there to tip it by the goalie, who had no chance on the play. My mother vanished into the depths of our house.

Sometime, late in the third period, my mother opened the front door and told me that supper was ready.

“Can Finnie stay?” I asked.

She looked startled, even though I often had friends stay over for supper. “I’m sure Finnie has supper waiting at home for him already, Paul,” she said.

“Please?”

My mother hesitated, not wanting to offend Finnie. She didn’t know what to make of the situation. “Would your father mind, Finnie?” she said slowly.

“No, Mrs. Woodward. My father usually doesn’t get home until late.”

“Oh. Well, I suppose it would be all right then.”

We went inside. I caught my parents shooting each other questioning looks while my mother set an extra place for Finnie between me and my sister, Louise.

Louise squinted at Finnie; she was always squinting. Louise was two-and-a-half years older than me, a shy kid who didn’t really have many friends; she seemed content to keep to herself. She spent most of her time in the basement, where she had an impressive array of toys. Some of them most girls would never have wanted to play with. For that matter, some of them no one would have played with, boy or girl: an old ironing board, a tire jack, a collection of pine cones and duck feathers. What she did with them I never knew. I wasn’t much interested in toys then. Whenever I got a new toy for my birthday or Christmas, I would half-heartedly play with it for a few days before it was invariably relegated to the basement, a new fixture in Louise’s imaginary world.

Occasionally, when it rained or we were home sick, I would sit on the basement stairs and watch Louise rule her tiny empire. It was understood that I was not welcome to join her, not out of jealousy or spite or sibling rivalry, but because this world was hers and hers alone. She was indifferent to my presence, not ignoring me, but not paying me any special attention either. Louise’s “kingdom,” as my father jokingly called it, was an interesting but perplexing place.

“Hi, Louise,” Finnie said.

She didn’t answer him. She looked at the ground, her fingers kneading the tablecloth.

“Louise, be polite,” my mother said.

“It’s okay, Mrs. Woodward. I understand. Louise is shy.”

My father, who apparently was not used to such candour from a seven year old, nearly choked on his coffee. Louise blushed and pulled more frantically at the tablecloth.

We had meatloaf that night, which was never my favourite dish, but since then I have liked it even less. Finnie, however, looked as though he had never eaten meatloaf before and he ate it with such obvious relish that you would have thought it was lobster and caviar instead of ground beef and ketchup.

This impressed my mother immensely. She was not used to people enjoying her meatloaf. “Would you like more, Finnie?” she asked him after he had wolfed down the contents of his plate.

“I sure would, Mrs. Woodward.”

“Anyone else?”

“No thanks,” my father and I said. Louise said nothing. She wasn’t really expected to answer. My mother piled Finnie’s plate high with a block of ground beef. My father was pleased; the more meatloaf Finnie ate, the less would wind up in his lunch box. Although he never complained, my father didn’t like it when he had to eat the same meal at work as he’d eaten for supper that night.

“Did you boys have a good day at school today?” my father asked us.

“Peter Bartram threw up at recess,” I said.

“Has he caught something?” My mother always wanted to know if there was a flu going around.

“No,” Finnie said. “Jenny Carlysle kicked him in the balls.”

“Peter Bartram is an ass,” Louise said.

“Louise!” my mother said, horrified.

We were all shocked. I was shocked that Finnie had gotten away with saying “balls” at the supper table; my parents were shocked that Louise had spoken in front of a non-family member.

“She’s right, Mrs. Woodward. Peter Bartram is an ass. He beats up kids way smaller than him and he put a firecracker under a dog’s collar and lit it.”

“He did what?” my father asked.

“He put a firecracker under a dog’s collar and lit it!”

“Was the dog hurt?” My mother looked like she was going to cry.

“Not physically,” Finnie said. “But I don’t think it’s quite right anymore.”

“Why did Jenny kick him?”

“It was her brother’s dog,” I said.

“If it were my dog, I’d have done worse,” my father said.

“If it were my dog, I’d have put a firecracker in Peter’s pants,” Finnie said.

“I’d have put a nuclear bomb in Peter’s pants,” my father said.

Finnie and my father laughed. He appeared to have forgotten who Finnie’s father was. The two of them were talking like they were old friends. Even after my mother cleared away the dishes, they made no move to leave the table. Finally my father looked at the clock and stood up. “Well, I suppose it’s about that time.” That was what he said whenever he had to go to work.

“What time?” Finnie asked.

“Time to go to work,” I said.

“Now?” Finnie apparently did not know that people worked at night.

My mother handed my father his lunch box and he left.

Later, as Finnie was leaving, he thanked me for having him over. “A lot of people don’t like me because of my dad.”

“Why?” I didn’t see why that should have anything to do with it.

“I don’t know,” Finnie said. “Your dad is nice. He looks awfully tired, though.” Finnie stepped out the door and got on his bike. He smiled and rode up the street toward his house.

I closed the door and thought about what he’d said. My father definitely was nice. He often looked tired too, that was true, but that evening he’d looked especially tired.
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After my father’s accident, both Finnie and I suffered great guilt. Finnie took it the hardest, though. He was never quite the same after that; he was always trying to make amends. I suppose it was a turning point in his life. It was my father’s accident that turned Finnie Walsh into a goalie.

Without Finnie, I probably would have lost interest in hockey; I really wasn’t that good and I knew my family couldn’t afford to buy me skates, let alone pay for me to play in the town league. I liked playing on the driveway, but for a long time after the accident it felt wrong. The sound of the tennis ball hitting the garage door gave us the shivers.

“It sounds worse than somebody getting disembowelled,” Finnie said.

I didn’t know what that might sound like, but I imagined it was pretty bad.

There is a difference between someone who plays goal and a goalie; Finnie Walsh was a goalie. He believed it was his mission, his duty, to keep pucks out of nets and, in the larger scheme of things, to keep tennis balls from hitting sleeping mill workers’ garage doors.

Finnie was my only friend who had real goalie pads. Three days after my father’s accident, Mr. Walsh took Finnie and me to the sporting goods store. It was a Sunday, but Mr. Walsh owned the store and could go there whenever he wanted. He told Finnie that he could have any pads he wanted. We looked at menacing black pads, gleaming white pads and lush sable ones, but Finnie was unimpressed. He went to the back of the store and out of the second-hand bin, picked out the most beat-up, world-weary set of dirt-brown pads I had ever seen.

“Why the hell do you want those?” Mr. Walsh asked.

“They have history.”

I thought that their history, whatever it may have been, did not look very encouraging. “They have holes,” I said.

“Holes can be patched,” Finnie said and smiled. And so the pads were his. He rummaged through the second-hand bin some more until he found a helmet, pants, a blocker and a chest protector. There were no catching gloves in the bin so he was forced to accept a brand new catcher from his father. It looked out of place, this shiny black glove, next to his beat-up pads and blocker, but it was still by far the best set of goalie equipment owned by any kid around.

Mr. Walsh made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. “Tell you what, Paul. You’re gonna need yourself a new stick, if you’re gonna get anything by Finnie when he’s wearing that getup.”

Looking at Finnie, who had by then donned all of his gear, I was forced to agree with Mr. Walsh. Goalie equipment wasn’t as big back then as it is now and though Finnie may have been big for his age, no seven year old is that big. He was so weighted down he could hardly move, but behind his mask he was grinning. He looked huge.

Mr. Walsh was an understanding man, even if he was a little gruff. That was probably one of the few times I ever saw Finnie genuinely appreciate anything his father tried to do for him.

“Thanks, Dad,” Finnie said, stumbling across the sporting goods store and hugging his father as best he could.
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There was an old reservoir, no longer in use, a 15-minute uphill hike from the Walsh sawmill. There had once been a road leading up there, but since the city had stopped using it the road had been reclaimed by the surrounding forest. Few people ever made the trek, partly because of the lack of a road, but mostly because there was no real reason to go there in the first place.

The reservoir was basically a large hole covered by a flat concrete lid. Beside the reservoir was a decrepit shack that had once been a pumping station. There was also a large pile of gravel, its purpose unknown. Other than that, there was nothing but forest and the faint smell of sawdust coming from the direction of the sawmill.

After leaving the sporting goods store, Mr. Walsh gave me and Finnie a ride to the sawmill and we hiked up the trail that led to the reservoir. Finnie had been wearing his goalie equipment since we left the store, even though it was difficult for him to move and he’d had a lot of trouble getting in and out of the car, let alone up the hill. I had suggested that he carry the equipment in the bag Mr. Walsh had given him, but Finnie had refused.

When we arrived, he stood in the middle of the reservoir and looked around. “What do you think?”

“Of what?”

“Our practice facility.”

“It’s pretty far to walk just to play hockey,” I said, knowing full well that Finnie would walk to the moon before he’d play on my driveway again.

“That’s okay. It’ll toughen us up.”

I, unlike Finnie, was not particularly interested in being toughened up, but it was a good spot. The concrete surface was smooth and flat and there were no garage doors or sleeping fathers around. Eventually we got a net, but that first time we used a couple of beer bottles for posts. I took shots on Finnie and almost always scored. He wasn’t bothered by this; he knew he would get better.

“I was really close that time,” he would say. “I think I’d get that shot next time.”

We played until it was dark, until we could play not a second longer. Finnie was exhausted by his own gear and I was tired of chasing after my shots when they went by him. We were both still reeling from the events of the past few days.

We got back to the sawmill just as the night shift was arriving for work. I saw the startled looks on the faces of the men who had worked with my father; if they hadn’t thought it strange that Finnie and I were friends before the accident, they certainly did now. Finnie pretended not to notice and so did I. Mr. Walsh had left for the day, so we had to walk back to town. It wasn’t far, but we were tired so we stopped at the school to rest. We were sitting on the swings, not swinging, when our teacher’s daughter, Joyce Sweeney, emerged from the bushes behind the playing field. Frank Hawthorne followed her a moment later. Frank was 12 and in grade five, having failed several times. Neither of them saw us. He was certainly not someone Mrs. Sweeney would have chosen to be behind the bushes with her daughter. Everyone, including Finnie and I, thought they knew what went on in those bushes. “That’s where people go to do that” is what Finnie had told me.

After Joyce and Frank awkwardly parted ways, she walked across the field toward the playground. There she stumbled across two seven year olds, one of whom was wearing goalie equipment.

“Oh!” she said, frightened by our not-at-all-sudden presence. She smoothed her dress, which was not rumpled. “What are you two doing here?” she asked us.

“Nothing. What’re you doing?” Finnie asked.

She could see what we thought she had been doing. We were wrong, of course, but we didn’t know that then. “Not what you think.”

“What was Frank Hawthorne doing?”

“How should I know? You should just mind your own business. Why are you wearing all that stuff anyway?”

Finnie had apparently forgotten he was still wearing his pads and suddenly became embarrassed. He didn’t answer.

Joyce sensed that she had beaten him and turned to me. She must have realized I was an unworthy adversary, however, because she only had kind words. “Sorry about what happened to your dad, Paul.”

I appreciated her sentiments, but didn’t know what to say. I smiled.

Joyce turned and walked away, then stopped and walked back. “Hey guys, don’t say anything to my mom about seeing me here, OK? I mean, I could get into a lot of trouble.”

“Sure,” I said.

“We won’t tell, Joyce. Don’t worry.”

“Thanks.” She could tell we were sincere. She didn’t know it was because we thought that, if we kept her secret, she might repay us with our own trip into the bushes. Both of us wanted to find out what “that” was all about, although had anyone asked us we would have denied it and said that girls were gross.

After she left, Finnie and I discussed Joyce Sweeney and “that.”

“My dad told Patrick that sex is the most overrated thing ever,” Finnie said. Patrick, the eldest of Finnie’s three older brothers, had just turned 16 and had recently achieved a certain level of fame for his conduct during “career day.” When asked by his teacher what he wanted to be when he grew up, he had proudly announced his intention of becoming a porn star. “I’m going to hump my way to the top,” he’d told his dumbfounded teacher.

The incident had almost resulted in his expulsion from the Portsmouth Boys’ School. Had Mr. Walsh not been the school’s most financially generous alumnus, Patrick would almost certainly have been expelled. He’d simply been sent home for the day with a stern warning.

I’m sure Roger Walsh did not have a real problem with his son’s aspirations; he no doubt recalled having similar ambitions when he was Patrick’s age. He did try to discourage his son though, as he was positive his late wife would not have approved of Patrick’s career hopes. Besides, he wanted to shield his son from what was assured disappointment. The life of a porn star is not as glamorous as teenage boys think it is.

As far as I can remember, my father never mentioned whether sex was overrated or not. At least not in my presence. I doubt my mother would have appreciated such a comment. I was only seven, after all, and Louise was Louise. I’m sure it never even occurred to my parents that either of us might require their opinions on the subject. They were right, of course; it was a very long time before I ever got a chance to do “that,” and by then I had figured out what I needed to know and wouldn’t have wanted to talk to my parents about it anyway. That didn’t stop Finnie and me from speculating about the subject though.

“Joyce Sweeney is hot,” Finnie said.

I agreed with him. Joyce was definitely a girl to keep an eye on.

Before we could get into any detail regarding exactly why she was worth so much consideration, a car pulled into the school parking lot. It belonged to Mr. Walsh, but it was driven by Patrick Walsh, who had earned his driver’s licence only days before. He would have had it a month earlier if he hadn’t been grounded for his infamous porn star remarks. Patrick got out of the car and ran toward us. Without saying anything, he tackled Finnie off the swing and started punching him. I was used to this; it was the standard treatment Finnie received from each of his brothers. Patrick was the least severe of the three. He was the largest and the strongest, undoubtedly, but he was secure in his position as top dog and only exercised his power when he thought it necessary. I watched as Patrick pounded his fists into Finnie’s padded chest. I didn’t want to involve myself in what I considered to be a family affair.

“Goalie pads? You think goalie pads are gonna help you?” he screamed, punching away.

“Fuck off, Pat,” Finnie yelled, his arms flailing blindly, hitting nothing but air.

“Who is your king? Who?”

“Fuck you!”

Patrick sat with his knees on Finnie’s elbows, pinning his arms. He held Finnie’s head still with one hand and extended his middle finger. Finnie struggled wildly, but Patrick was too strong. With his middle finger, Patrick tapped Finnie rapidly and steadily in the middle of his forehead. After several minutes of this, Finnie broke. He could take the punches, but he hated this particular brand of indignity. “You’re the king!” he cried.

“Who? Who is the king?”

“You are!”

“Say the oath!”

Finnie started to fight, but the tapping resumed and once again Finnie broke. “Long live King Patrick!”

This was not good enough. “The whole thing!”

“The king is dead. Long live King Patrick. God save the king!”

Patrick got up off a flustered Finnie, acting as if nothing had happened. He calmly lit a cigarette and took a tentative drag. “Why the hell is he wearing all that stuff?” he asked me.

“We were playing hockey,” I answered.

“Dad’s pissed that you’re not home yet,” he said to Finnie. “He sent me to find you.”

“We were on our way home.”

“Whatever. Come on, get in the car. I got better things to do than chase you around.” He turned to me. “You want a ride?”

“No thanks.”

Finnie walked to the car. “See you tomorrow,” he said over his shoulder.
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I didn’t see him the next day, though. It was a Monday, but my mother let Louise and I stay home from school on account of the accident. I spent the day silently observing Louise’s kingdom and the steady stream of people who came and went, leaving food and cards and other gifts they thought were appropriate. Finnie did not come by, believing that he was not welcome.

We were not allowed to go see my father. It was not considered suitable for children to witness such things. I didn’t understand why, so I asked Louise what the big deal was.

“Mom says kids shouldn’t have to see stuff like that,” she said.

“But I want to.”

“Too bad.”

Determined to find out more about what had happened, I snuck out the basement window and headed across town, past Finnie’s house and past the school. I knew where the accident had taken place, so I headed up the gravel road that led to the sawmill. The sound of machinery permeated the air and the smell of freshly cut wood was overpowering. I had never been inside the mill before, but sometimes, if my mother needed the car, she would drive my father to work, so I knew the entrance.

I tried the door and it was unlocked. It was just past four o’clock; the afternoon shift would be off in a few hours. Inside there was a short hallway with a flight of stairs and a door at one end. The hallway was a depressing shade of grey, the paint peeling off in places. I walked to the end of the hallway and stood, trying to decide whether to open the door or to go up the stairs. Then the door opened and Roger Walsh stepped on my foot.

“Paul! What are you doing here?”

I didn’t answer him. I looked down at my feet, sensing I was about to be in big trouble.

“You shouldn’t be here. I’ll give you a ride home.”

“I want to see the mill,” I said.

Mr. Walsh paused. “Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“You want to see where it happened.”

“Yes.”

He paused for a moment, then held out his hand, which I took. We went through the door and onto the mill production floor. My father worked near the rear of the mill. After the bark was removed from the logs, they were run through a saw that cut the raw logs into various sizes of board. Then the individual boards were cut to uniform length. This was my father’s job.

On the night of the accident, my father had been cutting 2 × 6s into 12-foot lengths when, just for an instant, his attention wandered. He was on his fourth consecutive night shift and had gotten hardly any sleep that day thanks to Finnie and me. At three o’clock in the morning, his mind was not where it should have been. He nodded off for a millisecond. He experienced a false sensation of falling as he jolted awake. When he attempted to steady himself, he inadvertently stuck his arm in the path of the blade, severing it just below the elbow.

They rushed him to the hospital and although he lost a lot of blood he survived. He would be eligible for a disability pension, but we had just been scraping by as it was and the pension was less than his salary. It would take a long time for my father to get used to the absence of his arm; I would often see him absent-mindedly reaching for things with it, surprised when he failed to grasp anything but air.

After I had seen all I wanted to see, Mr. Walsh drove me home. I thought for a moment he was going to come in, but he didn’t. “Don’t worry about your father, Paul,” he said. “The foreman tells me he’s a hard worker. Hard workers always end up aces.”

I did not believe that then, and I do not believe that now, but I thanked him anyway and went inside. No one had noticed I was gone.
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My father returned from the hospital in the middle of October, three weeks after he lost his arm. That was how the accident was referred to around the house: “When Father lost his arm.”

At first my father acted as if he had actually lost his arm. Perhaps he had left it in the washroom, or in the kitchen behind the refrigerator, or it might have fallen under the seat of the car. I would often see him wandering around the house aimlessly, as if he was hoping to stumble across it. I didn’t know what to do; I felt awful about what had happened and more than a little guilty. I wanted him to have his arm back, I wanted to take back the shots that had hit the garage door and kept him awake and I wanted to tell him how sorry I was, but none of these things seemed possible.

I was relieved when he began to seem more like his old self again. On Halloween he decided that he would greet the trick-or-treaters at the door wearing a pirate costume. Louise and I were disappointed when we found out that he wouldn’t be able to wear a hook; his stump had not yet sufficiently healed to support any sort of prosthetic device.
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