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Hoping to improve her prospects, she went back to school part time
and, course by painstaking course, scraped her way through her high school
diploma and finished a degree in accounting. She believed that by setting
the right example she could teach her children the value of education.

It was a lesson that didn't take. | was as stubborn as my mother, but
pointed in the wrong direction. High school was a dreary hellhole that |
endured by getting wasted at every opportunity and counting the check-
erboard tiles that covered the floors of my classrooms. | hung around
until Grade 10, but my recollections are a nauseating swirl of detentions,
visits to the nurse and bemused shop teachers refusing to let me any-
where near the band saw.

Within a few years of that first arrest, | had run up a sheet that was a
mish-mash of vandalism, burglary, assault, extortion and armed robbery.
| skipped school, took all kinds of drugs and made regular appearances in
juvenile court. | wasn't the kid who fell in with the wrong crowd; | was the
bad influence that parents ordered their children to avoid.

My younger brother turned out even worse than | did, though mention-
ing this was not the best way to get on my mother's good side. By the time
he hit puberty, the baby of our family was an accomplished stick-up artist.
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In the late '70s and early '80s, Montreal was the bank robbery capital
of North America, thanks in no small part to the tireless efforts of my
brother and his friends. They were a loosely knit gang of about 20 kids,
and it was not unusual for them to hit as many as four banks in one day.
This isn't as dramatic as it sounds. It was well known on the street that the
banks' policy was to offer no resistance to any robber, armed or otherwise.
In some cases, getting the cash was simply a matter of walking up to the
teller and handing her a note. Most of the time, a team of three or four kids,
armed with handguns or realistic-looking replicas, would work together on
a score. One would stand inside the door blocking the exit and yell “This is a
holdup!" while one or two others jumped the tills and scooped up as much
cash as possible in the allotted two minutes. A final accomplice either drove
or, more often, kept a taxi waiting around the corner.

The banks weren't stupid. They began keeping less and less cash in
the drawers and started locking the hundreds and fifties in time-delayed
safes under the counters. Still, a well-turned score could pull in anywhere
from $2,000 to $3,000, not bad for kids whose major expense was slabs of
Nepalese hashish. The money went up in smoke as quickly as they stole it.

My mother pleaded, threatened, cajoled, punished and even resorted
to bribes in her attempts to guide us back to the straight and narrow.
Nothing worked. In desperation, she began to offer nuggets of street-smart
advice gleaned from prime-time TV. "Don't do the crime,” she would scold,
citing the theme of a popular detective show, “if you can't do the time."
But time wasn't really a factor. The juvenile justice system, staggered by
revelations of negligence and abuse, did pirouettes to ensure that we were
treated humanely. A typical "sentence” for multiple counts of armed rob-
bery amounted to three weeks of playing basketball in a newly constructed
youth centre. When longer terms were handed down, escape was usually
a question of climbing a fence and outrunning a couple of earnest but
unarmed social worker types.

It wasn't all fun and games. My brother and | were regularly beaten
by policemen who were more than twice our size. The strain of being
repeatedly embarrassed - not to mention scared shitless - by a handful of
teenage punks pushed more than a few of them over the edge. Once, only
a few weeks after a friend had been shot and killed during a robbery, | was
arrested and taken down to the station. On my way to the cells, | caught
a glimpse of the squad room chalkboard: someone had drawn a cartoon
image of a grave with my name and the inscription RIP on the tombstone.

My mother describes her life during this time as "pretty close to hell."
My brother and | were blamed - sometimes mistakenly - for every break-
in, robbery and mysterious explosion in the neighbourhood. Our housing
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It may have taken a couple of decades longer than she'd planned, but
she eventually got her way. Somewhere along the line, the principles and
values that she'd tried so hard to hammer into our skulls began to take
effect. | figured out, after a couple of stints in jail, that writing about crim-
inals was almost as easy as being one. My brother, after his own encounters
with the justice system, runs an ice cream stand and uses yoga to deal with
the frustrations of life in the slow lane.

Many of the kids we ran with are dead - a few years after the
Woolworths job, my good friend Hank was shot in the head and left to rot
in a ditch. Others have wasted their lives in prison, or scorched their promise
into the bottom of a crack pipe. That my brother and | have evaded similar
fates is a credit to our mother's rock-headed persistence and determination.

Still, | tend to feel a little disconnected on the second Sunday in May.
Like a homeless kid at Christmas, or a single girl on Valentine's, | resent all
the pressure to reshape my world, to bury my family's story under a pile
of Hallmark moments that have nothing to do with our lives. | wander
into gift stores, hoping to find a card that reads, “Thank you, Mother, for
not refusing to bail us out the night we set the neighbour's car on fire" or
"Sorry for turning motherhood into a terrifying ordeal.”

One of these years, I'm going to have to sit my ass down and write the
thing myself. Or maybe I'll just call my mother up and let her know exactly
how | feel. I'll tell her that I'm sorry | was such a screw-up and thank her
for believing in me when even | had given up on myself. Maybe this year I'l
try to express the profound dimensions of my gratitude and love.

Or then again, | could just give her the usual box of stolen chocolates.

After more than two decades of stealing, dealing, and dodging nasties,

Robbie Dillon took up writing in the hope of meeting intelligent crazy
women. He is a former editor of Vice Magazine. %%
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