
The Forest in the Trees

Vancouver names its streets after trees. Maybe this was an attempt to appease the
surrounding mountain Gods. Maybe it is because the planners decided to make the trees
their friends while MacMillan Bloedel did its  work on the other side of the mountains.
Every house in Vancouver could be a tree house. Crazy reasons, but Vancouver was a crazy
place back in the sixties. Some days I could envision a stampede of trees moving down the
mountain sides to capture the heart of  Vancouver.  It  was so oxymoronic that  the most
secure and strongest of trees the Oak was also the most endangered and threatened by
street life. 

I had heard of Oak Street since I had arrived in the city. How much crazier can it be
than where I am right now I wondered? I had known Phil peripherally in Toronto. I knew
his cousin Ducks briefly and this was the only bond Phil needed. I had been complaining
about my living conditions and he convinced me to move into newly renovated digs on Oak.
No, not that crazy place, it had been busted and rehabilitated this was much better he told
me.

Something about this invitation did not seem right. Why did Phil always carry a
cane even though he did not limp? We checked the room out. It had a window. That was
nice, but the rest of the room was Marxist, only what you needed. Two mattresses for the
mandatory third of a day and a closet for my laundry day shirt and pants completed this
new home.

Our  neighbours  had  come  from  Toronto  too.  Two  young  businessmen  full  of
entrepreneurial spirit. Eager to launch in the dog eat dog world of cut throat business deals
and dealers. They were pared down for the battle even their names were short and to the
point. Mesh-mouth did have expensive braces for his parents dream of perfect teeth, now
they were reduced by ivory poaching bacteria. Itchy could make other people itch just by
his constant motion and accompanying welts, a poster child for dirty needles. Mesh-mouth
and Itchy, at your service and on top of their game. Even through the grit of their diction,
their intensity of conviction did nothing to instill confidence in the future of the free world.
Their focus was a pound of speed, not the cheap stuff, only the best for them. They were
going to take it back to Toronto to show the ignorant Easterners high quality stuff. Perfect
watch dogs, they never slept pity I had nothing to steal.

The  basement  was  the  haunt  of  two  roadies  for  a  short-lived  rock  band.  They
brought a sense of Northern Ontario small town humour. Their subterranean lair was just
that, a thatch laid down by circling dogs in love with their own tale. Probie and Steve could
be a lot of fun as long as nothing that could be construed as a dare occurred. They also
were consummate pranksters. One night they lead me down to their basement and laid me
on comfortable foam in the pitch blackness. I could see them moving carefully around as



vague shadows. Probie reassured me that this would be a beautiful experience,  his last
instruction was to, not sit up. He and Steve released five or six construction lights attached
to springs. These were the type of lights that come on automatically to flash in the dark. I
had the presence of mind to lay still as the flashes of bright lights exploded chaotically
around me. It was a very good heart exercise. When the lights were turned on I could see
the  ten  pound lights  were  still  bobbing  randomly  around the  room on  fragile  springs
attached to the ceiling. I am glad I did not sit up. Probie’s eyes glowed maniacally even
Steve looked worried. I thanked them profusely for the entertainment as I backed up the
stairs, they seemed eager for praise.

There was a girl sitting in the living room. She was from Boston and was clean cut
but not in the usual sense. She was busy with a piece of glass when I came in. I noticed that
she had worked up a  loony size  piece  of  skin  on her upper thigh.  Fascinated but  not
surprised I asked what she was doing. She nodded to the table and a shaker of ground
Nutmeg. She explained that rubbing the nutmeg into the wound would give her a great
high. I smiled back at her and left.

Phil said he had a special arrangement with the landlord and handled the rent. I did
meet the landlord later in the week. He explained that he let Boston Cream Pie Lady stay
as long as she fucked his German Sheppard. Well who could argue with that, certainly not
me? Phil’s diplomatic skills with the landlord now became of great value to me.

I spent as much time as possible away from the house. I was always poised when I
returned for the completely unexpected.

There was a house next door. Both houses were similar two-story post war quaint.
Our house now had a couple of broken windows and the lawn defied even the grim reaper.
The neighbours seemed so normal though. Two little kids, toys in the yard and laughter in
the sun light, a pretty wife and a normal looking guy were a soothing balm for me before
entering the void. The safest time to come home was about four in the morning just in time
for the big sleep in. The Dad was always there looking out the window, quick to holler or
whisper down a hello.

It dawned on me as the weeks rolled on that this guy appeared to never sleep. One
afternoon I passed the wife out for a walk with the kids and asked does your husband ever
sleep. She looked weary and said that no only rarely for a few minutes or maybe an hour. I
could tell she loved her children I just wasn’t sure, that might include her husband as well.

Probie knew the score  though.  It  seems that  our neighbour had been a medical
student and that in those days the quickest way to instruct was to demonstrate. New in the
pharmaceutical lexicon were psychedelic mood enhancers that held great promise in the
field of alcohol addiction. The professors asked for volunteers and the students would take
extra notes for the willing guinea pigs as well as themselves. Some were more adaptable



that others. Our neighbour found his niche; he threw himself into this field of research with
great vigor and selflessness. LSD 25 was famous only because it was the most predicable of
the doors to perception. There were a great many numbers before and after twenty five.
One number would be intense in its beginning, but the tension continued for the whole
eight hours while these explorers froze in the exact position they suddenly found themselves
in only to thaw with stiff muscles, the unprepared fell over, some were crippled for life. My
neighbour was always smiling and happy, so he must have been lying down for that one. He
later told me that his favourite place to inject was under the skull cap at the back of the
neck. I was learning more each day and couldn’t wait for matriculation.

Even the neighbour’s kids got up one night when a car almost crashed into the
house. Luckily the dense grass held it back. They were escaping draft dodgers and had run
the border to evade the law. The bullet holes were held as proof positive. Our house was the
Shangri-La they had heard of south of the border. Everyone’s escape plan launched. There
was complete bedlam until a direction was decided on and they were whisked away to some
other safe house. Most of us went back to sleep.

Phil had become more erratic, his highs were enough to take over the world, but his
lows were lower than any I knew or had seen.  His fits  of  rage explained his  cane and
although he talked a good deal I had no idea where his money came from until later. He
never threatened me, but I always had my rent money ready the day before due.

I was tired of Vancouver and had wanted to go home to Ontario for a while. Routine
had settled in though and even though I was still only putting one foot in front of the other,
I was not running. I sold my underground newspapers and made my rent and food. I even
took in a concert occasionally. I could have stayed, but not, the lure had turned lurid.

One night changed my mind. I have only one strong fear. I do have lots of little
fears, but this is the fear that keeps me from medical shows. I never watch Dr. Kildare or
Marcus  Welby.  I  always  refused anesthetic  at  the  dentist  not  because  I  am tough,  but
because I am terrified of needles. Probie heard me confess this to the Boston chick who was
waxing rhapsodic-ally about the best needles of her life. I did not elaborate I had just said I
did not like needles. I don’t think he even registered the thought until much later in the
evening when newly arrived horse tranquilizers or angle dust had come to the house. At
first they had snorted the crystals up their noses, but the Boston Cream Pie came up with a
brilliant idea, lets shoot it. All the tumblers fell into place for Probie, the perfect prank.
Let’s shoot up Phil’s friend.

At first I had tried to talk them out of it, but Probie’s eyes glowed with an inner evil
fire. I did what I should have done before my attempt at negotiations, I ran. Phil found me
the next day at the local dinner. He said he was sorry he had not been there with his cane.
He had offered to kill them all right away. No thanks, I told him I had enough and I only



wanted to go home. I was planning to finish out the week and hitch home with whatever I
could scrape together. He looked totally crushed. What about me he asked? I told him he
had his fantastic new deal to think of and his pot of gold.

He calmly got up and grabbed the payphone while I finished my eggs. A few minutes
later he told me his Dad would be there in the morning to take us home. I did not believe
him at first until he confessed that there were no deals to wait for. Phil’s Dad was rich and
the pipe line extended from Dad to Phil’s back-pocket.

His Dad explained to me on the ride back in first class that Phil had a rich fantasy
life,  and  he  liked  me  because  I  seemed  so  calm.  I  reminded  him  of  his  home  and
represented stability. I was flattered and mystified. Phil and Mesh-mouth had something in
common. Misery is something some of us are born with and learn to live with. Others who
have everything hunger for misery to fill their empty desires. I found a rich bounty in my
poverty that day. His Dad seemed so nice and had even done LSD at a clinic for alcohol
abuse years before. He was grateful to me for just being there with Phil. Phil mumbled
something incoherent as Toronto arrived on the horizon. Phil knew he would have to spend
some more time at the institute under its stately Oaks.
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