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The Open Car 
My brother and I grew up in a small town in central California. My mother ran a beauty shop out of our house. She 
worked long hours, and what I remember most was that we were the only family in the neighbourhood who didn't 
have a television or a car. 
  That's what my mother wanted. A car. A convertible. When we got a car, she told Christopher and me, we could 
put the top down and get away. We could go on a trip. We could travel. 
Three weeks ago, I had to go from Toronto to New York, and because I had some time before and after my 
meetings, I persuaded Helen that we should travel by train. I pointed out that a train trip would give us a chance to 
relax and see the countryside. She reminded me that I was simply terrified of flying and would do anything to stay 
off a plane. 
Which is true. 
  Nonetheless, I prevailed on her generous spirit and bought two rail tickets for New York. It was a twelve-hour trip, 
and Helen was sceptical. 
"What are we going to do for food?" 
  "They have food on the train," I told her. "It's got to be as good as anything you get on a plane." 
  Helen packed apples, grapes, ham and cheese sandwiches, water, juice, cookies, yogurt, crackers into two 
plastic bags, lugged them on the train, and arranged them like small pillows around our feet. Just as the train pulled 
away from Union Station, she remembered we had to cross a border. 
"We have to eat all the apples before we get to Niagara." 
"How many do we have?" 
"Eight." 
My mother believed that travelling was broadening, that by visiting other people and other places you became 
more tolerant and understanding. And she believed that travel was magic. 
I ate two apples. Helen ate one. When we arrived at Niagara Falls, and the American border guards came on the 
train, we still had five apples. 
  The border is the part of the trip that Helen doesn't like. Leaving Canada and crossing to the States. She is a 
staunch nationalist, and the only pleasure she takes in going from one country (home) to the other (the evil empire) 
is in telling the guards (when they ask) that she is Canadian. She was hardly in a mood to give up five perfectly 
good apples, I can tell you that. 
  Outside the train, two station wagons pulled up with German shepherds in the back seat. These were not pets. At 
the time, I supposed that they were drug-sniffing dogs, but I wasn't sure, and I wasn't going 
to ask. 
  The guards worked their way through the train in twos, coming along the aisles slowly, checking passports, asking 
questions. There was a young black man sitting in front of us. He was, from the sound of his voice, from the 
Caribbean, and when they got to him, the guards stopped. 
My mother travelled through her music. Every Sunday morning, she would stack records on the phonograph 
spindle, and, when they had all dropped onto the turntable, she would lift them off, turn them over, and begin again. 
They were musicals, for the most part, and operas—Carmen, La Traviata, The Desert Song, South Pacific. 
  There was a globe in the living room, and while the music played and my mother sang along with each piece, 
Christopher would find Spain and Italy and Arabia and Tahiti on the map. 
 
One of the guards began asking the man a series of questions—where he was from, where he was going, how 
long he was going to stay. 
And more questions. 
Did he have any cigarettes. Any liquor. Any drugs. How much money was he carrying. Did he have a job. The 
guard asked the man about marijuana several times, each time hooking his lips around his fingers and sucking on 
an imaginary joint with practised ease to demonstrate exactly what they were looking for. 
  The man's responses were low and flat, so much so that neither Helen nor I could hear the answers even though 
we leaned forward in our seats on the pretext of looking out the window. 
  Evidently, the first guard couldn't hear the man either, for he became irritated and then angry. The man continued 
in his low, patient way, until finally the guard stopped him and motioned for him to stand up. 
  "Get your bags and your identification," the guard told the man, "and see immigration in the open car." 
  The man got his duffel bag from the overhead, smiled at the guard, and walked slowly towards the back of the 
train. The guard watched the man go. Then he took two steps forward and leaned in to Helen and me. Helen 
settled into her seat and locked her feet around the food. 
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"Citizenship?" 
"Canadian." 
"Canadian." 
"Where are you going?" 
"New York."' 
"New York." 
  The guard smiled at Helen as if she had just told him she thought he looked spiffy in his uniform and then he 
tipped his hat, just the way the sheriff always did in the Westerns I saw as a kid, 
"Have a nice day," he said. 
  That was it. No liquor, no cigarettes, no drugs, no money, no job. No apples. No open car. As the guard stood by 
our seats, just before he moved on to the next person, I had two competing emotions. 
  First, I was appalled that they had not taken us to the open car, where Helen could have told them what they 
could do with our five apples. And, second, I was relieved. 
  We stayed at the border for about an hour. Just before the train rolled out of the station, the black man returned to 
his seat. He was still smiling as he slung his bag into the overhead. He sat down next to the window, put his head 
against the glass, and went to sleep. 
 
I was about fifteen when my mother got her first car. It was a pink Plymouth Fury convertible with enormous fins 
and a cutaway at the headlights that made it look a little like a shark. My mother was proud of that car. On days 
when she finished work early, she would put the top down and drive it around town, slowly, as if she were in a 
parade. She always wore dark glasses and a long yellow scarf that floated above the back seat. 
  Just as soon as the car was broken in properly, my mother told us, we would pack up our stuff and go on a trip. 
 
New York was fun. Not as clean as Toronto and a little scarier—and Helen pointed these differences out to me—
but fun. Even Helen had a good time, though she was not unhappy when we got back on the train to come home. 
  We did not take much food with us on this part of the trip. Helen forgot about it until all the stores near our hotel 
had closed. We walked around the area, but nothing was open. 
  We were reduced to boarding the train early the next morning with nothing more than a pitiful bag of bran muffins, 
four little bottles of orange juice, and six bananas. 
 
About six months after she got the car, my mother announced that we were going to take a trip. She got a road 
map from the gas station and laid it out on the table. Christopher and I watched as she worked her way down the 
coast and through the mountains, circling places as she went. Later, she took a ruler and measured out the 
distance, converted it into miles, and figured out how much the gas would cost to get there and back. 
Then she folded the map up and put it away. 
 
When we got to the border at Niagara for the second time, we were met by Canadian border guards. 
"Watch this," Helen told me as the guards came on the train. 
  Actually, the Canadian guards looked pretty much the same as the American guards. 
"Look around," Helen said. "Do you see any dogs?" 
  There were no dogs, at least none that I could see. But there were people standing on the platform taking pictures 
of the train. 
"Maybe they can't afford dogs." 
 
Why do we travel? Obviously, because we can afford to. Time. Money. Time and money. Perhaps it is a particular 
inclination curiosity, romance, distraction. Perhaps it is nothing more than that. 
I have friends who travel regularly, and when they say travel, they mean trips that involve great crossings—oceans, 
continents, hemispheres—and visits to great cities—Paris, Rome, Bombay, Tokyo, London, They leave home with 
vaccinations and visas and return with colour slides and colds. 
 
As I recall, the Canadian guards had guns. Helen disputes this vigorously. In any case, they came through the train 
in twos, asking the same questions that the Americans had asked. And when they got to an East Indian couple, 
they stopped. 
 
Every week, on Saturday (as long as the weather was good), we would get up early and wash the car. We washed 
it twice with detergent and then rinsed it gently with the garden hose, so we wouldn't get water on the upholstery or 
hurt the finish. Christopher and I crawled around under the seats, picking up twigs and leaves, little stones, lint, and 
pieces of a bubble-gum wrapper, while my mother took an sos pad to the whitewalls and scrubbed them until they 
glowed. 
  We told her we'd like to go to Donner Lake or to the ocean, and my mother said that that was a great idea. 
 
The East Indian man told the border guard that he and his wife were Canadian citizens. 
"Do you have any proof of citizenship?" 
  The man smiled and nodded his head and handed the guard two passports. The first guard looked at the 
passports for a moment and then handed them to his partner, who flipped through the pages, looking at each one 
in great detail. 
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"What's the purpose of your visit?" 
"We live in Toronto." 
"How much liquor are you bringing back into Canada?" 
"None." 
"Cigarettes?" 
"No." 
"Presents?" 
"Nothing." 
  The first guard turned to his partner. Then he turned back to the couple. 
  "Get all your bags and your identification," the guard said, "and take them to immigration in the open car." 
One day, my mother walked over to my aunt's house and left the car sitting in the carport. I grabbed the keys from 
the hook and Christopher got the map and we jumped in the car and put the top down, just the way we had seen 
Mom do it. 
  Then I started the car, left it in park, and revved the engine a couple of times. It was exciting sitting there behind 
the wheel, with the top down, Christopher calling out the towns we were passing and the towns we were coming to. 
  We had only been driving for about five minutes, when the car suddenly shuddered, coughed a couple of times, 
and died. I tried starting it, but it was no use. Christopher and I got out of the car and put the top back up. I hung 
the keys back up on the hook and Christopher put the map away. 
  The next day, my mother tried to start the car, but nothing happened. Later Mr. Santucci came by. He poured 
some gas into the tank and tinkered around under the hood, and in about an hour the car was running just fine. 
When the guard got to us, I was ready for him. 
"Citizenship?" 
"Canadian." 
"Do you have any cheese?" 
  I must admit, the question threw me, and had I had my wits about me, I am certain I could have come up with a 
clever response. 
"No," I said. 
"Have a nice day," said the guard. 
 
My mother never travelled. She stayed home. I think she would have liked to travel, but she had my brother and 
me and the beauty shop. My father travelled. He started travelling just after Christopher was born and never came 
back. Perhaps he is still travelling. 
 
Customs cleared the train, and the East Indian couple returned to their seats. As we pulled away from Niagara, I 
went back to the open car to see what we had missed, which, as it turned out, wasn't much. The open car was a 
cramped affair with a bar off to one side where you could get frozen hot dogs, pizza, hamburgers, nachos 
(microwaved while you waited), and a variety of drinks. 
  It had all the ambience of a small bus station. There were no tables or chairs, nothing convenient for an intimate 
conversation or an interrogation. Whatever you wanted to eat or do had to be managed standing, and I wondered 
what the immigration people could have done to the black man and the East Indian couple in a room like this. 
When I got back to my seat, I told Helen about the open car. 
"Did they have any yogurt?" 
"They had pizza." 
"Salads?" 
"Hot dogs." 
 
My mother no longer wants to travel. At least that's what she tells me. When Helen and I went to New York, my 
mother flew to Toronto to watch the kids. Have a good time, she told us. If you want to stay a few extra days, don't 
worry about anything. 
  So I told her about the car and what Christopher and I had done. When I finished the story, she looked at me and 
shook her head. The Plymouth was a hardtop, she said. The Pontiac was a convertible. And the Plymouth hadn't 
run out of gas, it had been a problem with the alternator, John Varris fixed that, she told me, not Mr. Santucci. If 
you're going to tell a story, she insisted, at least get the facts right. 
 
We waited and ate when we got back to Toronto. A nice little restaurant on Queen. As we sat there waiting for the 
server, Helen began to laugh. 
  "What do you think the Americans would have done to us if they had found the oranges?" 
"You mean apples." 
"What apples?" 
  After we ordered, Helen slid a guidebook across the table. "We should go there next," she said, and she spread a 
map of Ireland out across the table and began running the coastline with her finger, stopping here and there to 
read a description from the book. 
 
My mother was right. The Pontiac was the convertible. 
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