By Lois Peterson

Whenever Booth and I come to visit Diver, we always
end up in a room like this, painted an institutional
colour that’s hard to remember from one visit to the
next. The room is full of chairs and echoes. The chairs
are all shapes, sizes and colours, with cigarette burns
on the seats, scarred arms, peeling paint and plastic.
They look as if the tide brought them in. They’re as
washed up as Diver and the other patients who sit
slumped in their seats, muttering into stained and
worn housecoats, shuffling their feet, smoking,
smoking, lighting one cigarette from the one before.

The windows are barred and bare of curtains; a
few have blinds with slats missing or angled in crazy
ways. Beyond, are acres and acres of lawns with
manicured shrubs and trees, and further on, past the
grey slash of the highway, the river bears its burden of
log booms and tugboats.

Diver leans forward with his arms stretched taut
between his splayed legs, his clenched hands on the
seat edge taking his whole weight. He reminds me of
a cowboy looking down from his horse. He’s smiling
in a way that used to frighten me—intent and cock-
eyed. Mean. I used to be afraid of that spittle-edged
smile with the missing teeth.

For a few years after the bad acid trip that changed
him from harmless, lovable, daredevil Derek into
drug-dazed, water-obsessed Diver, that smile could
herald an imminent stream of obscenities, some kind
of lunging violence, or a sudden obscene gesture.
Now, with stronger medication, or maybe just more of
it, it's just a sad, ugly smile that doesn’t mean any-
thing.

At last Booth asks Diver “So, what happened to
your eye this time?”

Diver doesn’t answer right away. He rocks back
and forth in his chair and takes a drag of his cigarette.
He sucks his mouth, and I notice that he’s lost a few

more teeth since we were here last.

“Gave it away,”

“Diver. Who'd you give your eye to?” I ask quietly.
“Some guy needed it. It's just lent, not given. I'll
get it back,” he says. But I know better. Diver's had at

least four new eyes that I can remember.

Booth put out Diver’s eye when he was eleven.
That’s how Diver would tell the story. In a stiff, phony
British accent he’d say, “My brother put out my eye in
a duel. Dirty tricks and all that, but what can you
expect of a rogue and a villain.” Once he was out of
hospital with a patch over his eye, he’d tell this story
to anyone. He didn’t seem to hold a grudge against
his brother. When he told his story, he told it as if
Booth had done him a favour.

He and Booth had been fighting in the backyard
with homemade wooden swords.

Diver fell, and as he rose he moved into the mean,
thin blade of his brother’s weapon. We all claimed to
have heard Diver’s scream, and to remember what we
were doing when we heard it, in the same way other
people will tell you what they were doing when they
heard that President Kennedy had been killed.

In those days Diver was still Derek. Tall, thin, red-
haired and freckled, he was the neighborhood cut-up,
con artist and all-around handful. When the adults
discussed his exploits they’d raise their eyes and say
‘What're we going to do with that boy?” knowing full
well they liked him just the way he was, even if they
were glad their own kids were more like Booth,
Derek’s younger, quieter brother.

Derek always had something on the go, a new
stunt he was learning, a joke he couldn’t wait to tell
you. When you ran into him on the street or in the
school hallway his greeting was likely to be ‘Look at
this,” as he flaunted something he’d found or stolen,
or a new muscle he was working on.






