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I WAS FRESH OUT OF JAIL and wanted some beer. Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out a handful of change and counted it carefully. Math had never been a strongpoint, but I didn’t need algebra to tell me that I couldn’t afford to buy many glasses of draught. Still, a few beers were better than no beers, so I set off for the Maryland Hotel at full speed, arms swinging loosely at my sides. I took a deep breath and sucked freedom into my lungs. It tasted suspiciously of diesel fumes.


Down Cumberland Avenue I walked, head held high and feeling good. I felt I’d handled myself well in jail and made it through the ordeal with my dignity almost intact. Other than a few muttered comments about my very short haircut, the inmates had made little objection to my black, peg-leg jeans and faded Stretch Marks T-shirt. Even the battle-scarred boss of the cellblock had mostly left me alone. Two nights in the city lockup and I considered myself to be a hardened criminal on par with Edwin Alonzo Boyd or Billy Miner. I was lucky that the other prisoners hadn’t kicked my ass. Perhaps they thought I had some sort of nasty contagious disease, and it was entirely possible that I did.


As I walked, my elation at having survived jail began to subside. I was hungry, nearly broke, and hadn’t had a bath in more than a week. I owned nothing, owed plenty, and welfare was still three weeks away. Not only that, but my arms were scabby with needle marks, my feet stunk horribly, and even other punk rockers avoided me. Doom moved into my head for an extended visit as I contemplated a life of dead-end jobs and endless welfare queues. My experiment to become a social pariah had succeeded beyond my wildest dreams. As always, it sucked to be me.


I looked up and saw an elderly drunkard stumbling down the sidewalk in my direction. As per wino custom, and despite the sweltering heat, he wore many layers of shabby clothes to insulate himself from the elements. People who lived on the street carried their bedding at all times by necessity. The sole of the hobo’s right shoe flapped loosely against the concrete as he walked, and his cherry nose was bright enough to act as a beacon for passing aircraft. It hurt to watch him move and I could feel his pain. Why couldn’t he be in a bar somewhere instead of dragging his ragged old ass down Cumberland Avenue in the middle of the afternoon? The son of a bitch needed a drink.


As we approached each other, the old alcoholic suddenly stopped. Before I had a chance to wonder what he was doing, he lifted his leg and shook a lump of shit from his trouser leg. It must have pleased the old sot to part with the smelly brown nugget, for he smiled cheerfully at me as we passed. My spirits immediately began to lift. After all, things could be worse; at least I wasn’t dumping balls of poo from my pant leg. The veil of gloom loosened its stranglehold on my selfesteem. Hell, I hadn’t crapped myself in ages.


I was still feeling good when I arrived at the Maryland Hotel. The place was a dump, but there were worse places to kill a beer. If you kept your trap shut and minded your own business, it was possible to spend a quiet afternoon without getting your head kicked in. This isn’t to say that the local clientele liked punk rockers, but they were too busy selling pot and fencing stolen property to care much about an occasional weirdo. If I could just stay quiet, there shouldn’t be any trouble. I found a table in the corner and ordered two glasses of beer. It was good, very good, to be free again.


The waitress brought my draughts and left me alone. I took a small sip and rolled myself a cigarette from the pouch of Sportsman tobacco they’d given me in jail. At twenty-four, I hadn’t accomplished a hell of a lot, and it seemed unlikely that my recent trip to jail would be my last. With no formal education and no marketable skills, my future as a convict, burger flipper, or shit shoveler was all but a foregone conclusion. A song by DOA played in my head.


I’m a fucking bum.


Can’t you understand that, man?


I live on welfare, that’s where I’m at


I don’t work work work, that’s what I want.


Even punk rock was not what it had once been. Many of my favourite bands had either broken up or changed musical direction. Black Flag albums now contained long dirges, and even the Circle Jerks were becoming increasingly metal with each outing. In Winnipeg, the Stretch Marks were taking a rootsy approach now, and only The Unwanted remained to carry the flag. It was a cryin’ shame that The Unwanted, who had always been at the headbanger end of the punk spectrum anyway, were also sliding down the slippery slope towards full-on metal and owed more to Motorhead than they did to the Ramones. I slammed my beer and puffed angrily at my cigarette. Was nothing sacred?


A group of scruffy longhairs entered the bar. There were still plenty of empty places to sit, but they took the two tables next to mine and made themselves at home. Talking loudly and displaying all the usual signs of advanced drunkenness, they placed an order for several pitchers and fell to arguing amongst themselves as to who would pay for them. A whole bar to pollute and these low-rent metalheads had to sit next to me? Why couldn’t they legislate capital punishment for the possession of mustaches, mullets, and Scorpions T-shirts? I hunched over my second (and last) glass of draught and tried to shut the fools out. Life wasn’t fair.


Despite the beer, I began to feel sorry for myself again. It wasn’t my fault that the cops had busted down the door of the rooming house I lived in and carted us all off to jail. It wasn’t me who sold drugs twenty-four hours a day and accepted stolen merchandise as payment. The thorny finger of blame pointed squarely at my landlord, and I didn’t think it was fair that I should have to take the heat. Sure, I made a bit of an ass out of myself now and then, but was that a good enough reason for the neighbours to call the storm troopers? Wasn’t a fellow allowed to have a few drinks on the back porch and quietly listen to music? Or at least it seemed quiet to me. Was it my fault that they couldn’t appreciate punk rock? What was wrong with this world?


I was still sulking about my raw deal in life when four cops walked into the bar. All conversation died instantly, and several people suddenly felt a need to visit the can. The cops stood blinking in the gloom, eyes darting suspiciously about the room. The sight of policemen didn’t fill me with joy. First headbangers and now pigs to ruin my afternoon. What next, a convention of lawyers? The things I saw when I didn’t have a machine gun.


After quickly identifying me as a possible suspect, the pigs walked directly to my table. “How long have you been out?” asked an officer with bushy sideburns, and, of all things, an upturned snout. He was genetically suited to his job.


I broke into a sweat. “What makes you think that I was in jail?” I said nervously.


The pig nudged my tobacco with the tip of his nightstick. “Only prisoners smoke Sportsman tobacco. Nobody would actually buy the stuff.”


The tobacco. Of course. “I just got out an hour ago. Why?”


“Never mind,” said Porky. “Let’s see your ID.”


I showed him my identification, which he studied with great interest.


He finally handed my wallet back. “Keep your nose clean,” he said.


The squad surrounded the headbangers at the tables next to mine. Porky gave them the ol’ once-over twice. “We’re looking for a fellow named Blinky. Just point him out, and we might not have to search you all.” He stared at each face in turn, carefully storing details in his piggy brain.


The slimeheads withered noticeably under the intense scrutiny. One of the guys, a pudgy fellow with thick black hair and a faded Kiss Tshirt, blinked his eyes so rapidly it looked as if he would lift off from his chair. He made a visible effort to stop his fluttering eyelids but with no success. They buzzed like bees. It took them a bit, but eventually the cops zeroed in on him.


“All right, Blinky. Let’s go,” said an officer, crooking his finger at the hapless fellow.


Yes, indeed. It was good to be back.
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THE HOUSE on Beverley Street was a zoo. People came and went at all hours, and despite the recent raid, drug sales continued uninterrupted. Jet, my slumlord and mentor, was strictly a smalltime operator. Very few of his customers bought more than a quarter-ounce of grass, and most of them preferred to pick up their supplies a half-gram at a time. The steady flow of “half-grammers,” as we called them, ensured that there was never a peaceful moment, and that privacy of any type was unthinkable. To pacify his annoyed roommates, Jet would occasionally fire up a joint, and it was rare that we had to pay for grass. Life at Beverley Street was like living in a bus station—loud, smoky, and packed full of sketchy characters on the hustle. Sadly, Jet was the only person who could put up with us, so we were stuck with each other.


I was sitting on the couch gazing idly at the TV screen when Heidi walked down the stairs wearing only a satin housecoat. My brother’s redheaded girlfriend worked late hours at a massage parlour, and rarely woke before one or two in the afternoon. She glared at a halfgrammer buying grass from Jet and sat down across from me with a flash of russet-coloured pubes. “Christ, why does Jet even bother selling such small amounts of pot? I swear that I’ve seen that loser at least a half-dozen times in the last several days. Why can’t he save ten bucks before he comes over?” Heidi was especially intolerant of Jet’s many irritating customers.


Over in the dining room, Jet sat on the edge of his weight bench and eyeballed a tiny amount of pot into a baggie. Jet never used his scale for less than a quarter ounce, and the punters knew better than to complain. Who else would sell them such miniscule quantities? “Here ya go, pal,” said Jet, handing the half-grammer his tiny bag of pot.


The kid squinted unhappily at the weed. It was scarcely enough to make a joint. “I’ll be back to get more later,” he said, on his way out the door. Transaction concluded, Jet added another ten pound weight to each side of the barbell on his weight bench.


“What a geek,” sneered Heidi, watching the half-grammer leave. Her tolerance really was quite low.


Jet continued to lift weights, but at least it was summer and we didn’t have to put up with his usual crap. In the winter, he loved to turn off the furnace while he worked out and mock us for being cold. Good ‘ol Jet—the Ebenezer Scrooge of Beverley Street.


Another of my roommates appeared from behind a large wooden armoire. The huge cabinet acted as a door for a small room in the back. Gord yawned enormously and stood there scratching his nuts under a ratty dressing gown. He was tall and skinny with greasy brown hair and thick glasses. To protect himself from larger, stronger predators, Gord had learned to fight dirty, and his tongue was equally vicious. Although he was probably smarter than I was, he had not put his brains to good use and paid his rent by driving a cab. We’d been friends since we were fifteen and had consumed at least ten million beers since then.


Gord sniffed the air and glared at Jet’s dog lying on the carpet by the weight bench. “Are you sure Basil isn’t dead, Jet? He sure smells as if he’s dead.” My friend and roommate always had something caustic to say when he first awoke. He wasn’t very pleasant the rest of the time either.


Jet reached over to skritch his pet behind the ears. “Don’t pay attention to him, Busser. He’s always grouchy before he gets his coffee.” The dog grinned blissfully as his owner’s fingers worked their magic.


“No, seriously. It smells like a fart factory in here,” said Gord. “It’s strange how your farts smell exactly the same as Basil’s.” He walked into the living room and sat down in a hideous snot-green armchair. Soon he would begin the hunt for java but first he needed to rest.


I didn’t find it strange that Jet and his dog emitted identical odours because they consumed the same cheap, fatty garbage. Unlike most exercise buffs, Jet didn’t care about health food and refused to spend money on provisions when he could find nourishment in dumpsters or buy in bulk from liquidation outlets. Expired chicken hotdogs and cans of food with no labels were always on the menu.


“Are you working tonight, Gord?” asked Heidi, lighting a cigarette. “I was thinking about taking the evening off and wondered if you had any plans.” My ears perked up. Today was Friday and, as usual, I had no money for beer.


“I’ll have to work for awhile, unless you can lend me a few bucks. Business was slow last night.” Gord picked his nose and examined the booger with detached interest.


Heidi snorted, and it wasn’t a delightful sound. “Are you kidding? On my last outcall last night, a john ripped me off for a hundred and fifty bucks. He was a real prick about it.” She frowned at the recollection and seemed not to have noticed the double entendrè.


“Ya got ripped off? I thought you guys had drivers who looked out for you?” I said, surprised. It was wrong to steal from whores.


“Those assholes are good for nothing. They expect freebies just for doing their jobs.” Heidi puffed her smoke angrily.


“What happened?” asked Gord. “Why didn’t ya get the cash up front?” He looked around restlessly, and I knew he was thinking about coffee.


“I did, but he grabbed my purse when we were finished and took his money back! Then he slapped me across the face and told me to get out.”


“Some guys just don’t have any manners,” said Gord. “We should go pay him a visit and make him see the error of his ways.” I was surprised to hear him say this because he was a cabbie, not a hired thug.


“If you get any money, I’ll split it with you 50-50,” said Heidi. “And don’t be too gentle with him either, the pencil-dick motherfucker.”


The plan sounded risky to me, and I was in no hurry to go back to jail. “Yeah,” I said, smacking my fist into my palm like the tough guy I wasn’t. “We should kick his fuckin’ ass and teach him some respect.” If Gord wanted to talk shit, then so could I.


A noisy crash from the other room startled us. Basil ran past and tried to hide in the front hallway. I got up and saw a twenty-five pound weight on the floor, inches from where Basil had been resting. Jet had a guilty look on his face.


“What the fuck are ya doing in there, Jet?” I asked, not really wanting to know.


“I guess I forgot to put the collars back on the barbell,” Jet said sheepishly. Pot was good for that.


“Brilliant,” said Gord. “You almost shot your poor dog by accident not so long ago, and now this. Soon he really will be dead.” He got up and began the hunt for caffeine.


“Sorry ‘bout that, Busser. Come here, buddy!” called Jet. The dog stayed hidden.


“Shaddup, you guys. General Hospital is on,” said Heidi.


That night, Gord worked just long enough to buy a few cases. Heidi and my brother Jim also scraped up enough cash to contribute to the beer fund. They weren’t very pleased, but allowed me to drink their booze anyway. When our bassist Darrell Damage came over, we went down to the basement with Jet and Jim and practiced for an hour or two, killing many brews in the process. As usual, we were out of tune, out of key, and out of luck. Our band didn’t even have a name, and we were just four angry bums making noise. Viva la punk rock.


Later, still sweaty from practice, we sat in the living room drinking beer. “What’s happening at Wellington’s tonight? Do you guys wanna go down there for awhile?” asked Darrell. Basil lay on the floor in the other room, stinking up the house with his silent but deadly farts.


“I dunno, but I can’t go anyway. Harry kicked me out for bringing my own beer,” I said, wiping my brow with Jet’s filthy workout towel. If punk rock didn’t make you sweat, you weren’t doing it right.


“That’s no big deal,” said Darrell. “He always lets us in after a while.” The bassist picked up his beer and guzzled. Every night we pledged allegiance to the gods of beer.


“I’m flat broke, too,” I admitted.


“As usual,” added Jim.


“Well excuse me, but I don’t have a rich girlfriend,” I said defensively. Not anymore, at least. My long-time girl Rita and I had recently broken up after a stressful two-week trip to LA. With no girlfriend to pick up the tab, I had to scrounge for myself. Life just wasn’t fair.


“The bands at Wellington’s are nothing special tonight,” said Heidi. “I checked earlier.”


I didn’t particularly trust Heidi’s judgment, but I didn’t blame her for not wanting to pay for everyone. I stared at my beer, bummed again. It sucked to be broke. When I worked, the money only lasted for one night and then it was back to normal. What was the point of working when I was broke all the time anyway?


The night plodded on—the same old stories, louder and louder. A friend, Smelly, showed up with a bottle of rye, drunk out of his head and babbling incoherently. Jet went to bed and his dog followed him upstairs to sleep in the hallway outside his door. Several half-grammers came to the house, giving me an opportunity to sell some scraps of weed that Jet had carelessly left lying about. Most of the time, I would smoke the pot instead of waiting for a customer. Opportunity knocks quietly and my hearing was bad.


“Hey, why dontcha gimme that money to help pay for the beer you drank?” said Heidi, grinning. The Damned’s Black Album thudded noisily from the speakers.


I looked at her sharply. She must be shitfaced. “Forget about it,” I said, shoving the cash deeper into my pocket. Gber.


“I’d have lots of money if that trick hadn’t ripped me off last night,” pouted Heidi. “A hundred and fifty bucks would buy a lot of beer.”


“What’s that?” said Smelly. We belonged to a loosely organized club known as the Sick Crew, and we were always interested in more beer. The Sick Crew was like a soccer team, except we didn’t play soccer.


“It’s like this…” said Gord, telling Smelly all about the bad trick and Heidi’s offer to split the recovered money with us. I worried a little as the boys discussed new plans to visit the unsportsmanlike trick. In our intoxicated condition, it would be dangerous to go looking for trouble. Luckily, the booze was giving me a little courage.


“So, whaddya think, Hook? Wanna go see this asshole?” asked Gord. They called me Hook because of my habit of “hooking” unattended beers. Ha ha, very funny.


“Yeah, maybe. But let’s finish the beer first. What’s yer big hurry?” I still didn’t want to go, but if I voiced my fears, they might think I was a wimp. And rightfully so.


“Let’s go!” said Smelly, a mischievous sparkle in his eyes.


“Yeah!” said Gord, challengingly.


I wanted to argue but knew it was hopeless. Why did I always let people talk me into doing crimes when I was drunk? Next thing I knew, I was sitting in the back seat of Jet’s ’72 Montego, sipping at my beer and gazing morosely out the window as we sped along. I always seemed to be doing things I’d rather not do, and that list was lengthy indeed. I didn’t want to take a bath, clean under my fingernails or brush my teeth. I didn’t want to pay for alcohol, drink only in designated areas, or go home at closing time. Why did I have to chase girls and masturbate furiously or lose my mind from horniness? I didn’t want to wear clothes, or lie to women so they would take theirs off. I didn’t want to work in a factory, go to the dentist, or talk to cops. I didn’t want to walk around pretending that I liked people—didn’t want to smile, shake hands and be nice. I didn’t want children, a duplex in the suburbs, a white picket fence. I didn’t want to die alone in a nursing home, aged eighty-six. Sometimes, I didn’t even want to get out of bed. And I especially didn’t want to be racing along in this beat-up Skylark at three o’clock in the morning to shake down some asshole trick who had robbed my friend, even though he deserved it. Nevertheless, there I was.


Following Heidi’s instructions, Gord parked the Skylark outside an unassuming three-story apartment building just off Stradbrook Avenue. We tried to be quiet as we climbed from the car but failed miserably. A beer bottle slipped from my fingers and smashed on the street. “Oops,” I said. Good thing it was nearly empty.


“Shhhh!” everyone hissed loudly.


We entered the building and found the correct suite in a basement that reeked of boiled fish and cat urine. The bad trick wasn’t exactly living in the lap of luxury. Gord rapped loudly on the door. Presently, but not soon, slow footsteps approached and the door opened. “Whaddya want?” asked a sleepy-eyed lout with breath like a diaper pail.


“We’re here to collect for a young lady you stiffed the other day,” said Gord, and I wasn’t sure if the pun was intentional or not. We stood glaring at the john, trying to look tough. I was relieved to see that he looked like a pastry taster with the fighting skills of Mr. Dressup on Valium.


“I don’t owe nobody nuthin’!” The john tried to shut the door, but Gord’s foot was in the way.


“Not so fast, pal,” said Gord, as we pushed the trick back into his apartment. “Cough up the one-fifty!”


At the mention of the sum, a flicker of recollection lit the john’s eyes. He knew what the score was. “Get the hell out of here, you bastards! I’m calling the cops!” The guilty s.o.b. moved into the living room and picked up a phone.


I ripped the instrument from the wall with a savage tug. “You ain’t calling nobody,” I said, making myself useful.


With a high-pitched screech, the john flew at Gord with his hands outstretched. My roommate probably looked like the easiest target. The two fell to the floor and rolled around on the carpet. I stood watching dumbly.


“The bum only has five dollars! Can you believe it?” said Smelly, shaking a wallet he’d found somewhere. He stuffed the single bill into his pocket.


Then the bedroom door opened and an effeminate young man emerged. “What’s going on here, John? Who are these… brutes?” The john’s name was actually John.


“Loverboy here owes a lady friend of ours some money,” I said.


“Why don’t you go fix your makeup?”


John extricated himself from Gord and jumped to his feet. “Don’t listen to them, Danny! They’re lying!” he shouted. The situation was taking on a decidedly surreal glow.


Danny’s face twisted with rage. “You mean you cheated on me with a… woman?” He picked up the phone and clocked John upside the head with it. “You prick!” Then he dropped the phone and punched his cheating lover in the face. He had a dandy right cross for such a dainty little fellow.


Gord smiled drunkenly. “Gentlemen,” he said. “I believe our work here is done.”


And so life on Beverley Street ticked sickeningly along. Things were always the same. Every morning, and especially after a night of debauchery, Jet would awaken the household by singing at the top of his lungs while bashing pots and pans in the kitchen, intentionally making as much noise as possible to repay us for keeping him awake all night. This particular morning was no different, and after failing to get us out of bed by blasting Budgie and Hawkwind at a volume to shatter glass, the insane and vengeful slumlord stuck his head into the hallway and trilled in a penetrating and sharp falsetto:


“Oh, Kreeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeees!” Jet’s voice floated up the stairs and into the deepest, most vulnerable corners of my subconscious. I gritted my teeth and pulled the pillow up over my head. If only I could call in an air strike that would decimate Jet while leaving the rest of the house intact. My landlord would look good with his hair on fire and the flesh melting from his limbs.


“Wake up, Kreeeeeeeeeeeeeeees!” trilled Jet again, and this time I was mad enough to yell back.


“Shut the fuck up, ya noisy fucking prick! I’m trying to fucking sleep!” I picked up an empty beer bottle from the floor tom I used as a bedside table and threw it against the wall. The simple destructive act gave me a small measure of satisfaction but, like the residents of Watts, it was me who would have to sweep up the broken glass later. And now I was awake. The bastard had won.


Jet took the album off the turntable and replaced it with the Angelic Upstarts’ Teenage Warning. He selected the song “Youth Leader” and turned it up loud enough to send his dog scratching at the front door. As a property owner, and the eldest of our little group, Jet fancied himself as a twisted patriarch figure, replete with pipe and noble dog (hash pipe, of course). Strangely, we actually did look up to him as the guy we could go to when it all went bad, which it often did. Indeed, Jet was the Fagin to our Oliver Twist.


I delayed the inevitable as long as possible before swinging my legs out of bed. Without any cigarettes, money, beer, drugs, or food, there simply weren’t any good reasons to get up. If I didn’t have to pee, I would have stayed in bed. Down the hallway and into the washroom I went, feeling older than any twenty-four year old ever should. I pissed out a yellow river of recycled beer, and then went downstairs to yell at the slumlord. “Jet!” I shouted. “Since you woke me up, I’m gonna eat your food!”


“Why dontcha buy your own food for once?” Jet called from the weight bench. “Oh, excuse me. I forgot who I was talking to.” Jet knew I didn’t buy food when the beer stores were still open.


I walked into the kitchen and picked up a loaf of bread from the table. To my surprise, a plump grey mouse jumped from the loaf and escaped under the stove. I looked at the bread and saw that the industrious rodent had tunneled a hole almost all the way through the middle. By eating so much and getting away, the mouse was a credit to his race, and I silently applauded him. The mouse and I had much in common—we both needed Jet’s food to survive. “Jet!” I yelled, taking two holey pieces of bread and putting them in the toaster. “The meeces are taking over the place again!”


“So re-set the mousetraps, then,” puffed Jet, bench-pressing a barbell heavier than Rita MacNeil. “Do I have to do everything around here?”


I spread generic margarine on the pieces of toast and scarfed them down, holes and all. I was still hungry, but there was no way that I was going to touch Jet’s expired bacon or fish sticks of questionable heritage. Instead of hunting for more food, I took a bent coat hanger and used it to drag four mousetraps out from under the stove. My respect for the mice took a nosedive when I saw that each trap contained a furry little corpse. I mean, if you saw a huge steel bar whack your brother, would you be so eager to step up to the plate? It certainly cast some doubt on Douglas Adams’s assertion that mice were the smartest creatures in the universe. What was wrong with those rodents? We had plenty of trash for them to eat.


I found my margarine container full of frozen mice in the ice-caked freezer. Popping open the top, I added the new bodies before returning the container to its icy berth. There was no telling when a few frozen mice might come in handy.


Heidi and Jim came down the stairs, tousle-headed and grumpy. Grouchy was nothing new for my brother, but for Heidi such a state was only temporary. The young call girl was quick with a smile, and a tireless campaigner in the war against sobriety. “Need coffee,” she mumbled to no one in particular. Energetic and cheerful, Heidi was a breath of fresh air in a house that needed all the air it could get.


Someone banged at the front door and I answered it only to make the noise stop. Chuck, Jet’s newest girl, walked in smelling of last night’s booze. Chuck liked her ale just as much as we did. “Hi, guys!” she said with a brightness that belied her hangover. “What y’all doing?” She gazed about the room at our haggard, hurting asses and satisfied herself that she wasn’t missing anything. On the floor by the coffee table, Basil farted audibly.


“Coffee,” moaned Heidi again. I knew that since she had bought all the booze the night before, it was only fair that one of us should get her some. It seemed to me that her boyfriend should do the job.


Chuck walked into the other room and tickled Jet as he lifted weights. “Knock it off, Chuck!” Jet said sternly. He set the barbell down and sat puffing heavily. Weightlifting was serious business.


“Yer no fun,” pouted Chuck. Our scene was not rocking her socks. “You guys got any coffee at least?” She went into the kitchen and began to rummage about.


The telephone rang and Jet snatched it up. He listened briefly then called into the living room. “For you, Hook. It’s Rita.”


My stomach did that peculiar little flip that it always did when I thought about Rita. We’d separated so many times that breaking up had little meaning, and I still didn’t know if we were completely finished or not. Sharp pains pierced my chest as I took the telephone from Jet’s sweaty hand. Rita, it seemed, had stuck another pin in my voodoo doll.


“Hello?” I said pensively.


“I hope I’m not disturbing your little party,” Rita said. The girl had single-handedly elevated sarcasm to an art form.


“No party yet,” I said. “We just woke up.”


“All you ever do is drink. Is that all you want to do with your life? When are you going to grow up?” I could picture her sipping orange juice or coffee, picking at the hem of her silk housecoat with a lacquered fingernail.


My temper flared. “Is this why you phoned me, to give me a lecture on lifestyle choices? Whaddya want from me?” I felt no need to sugarcoat my words if I wasn’t going to get laid. Suddenly I wanted a beer.


“I don’t want anything—I just wanted to tell you that I’m pregnant,” said Rita, dropping the bomb. How many wars had started with those words?


The silence was deafening. How could she be preggers? We had been dating for four years, and never once used contraceptives. Rita had assured me that she was unable to conceive. Stupidly, I had believed her. “Pregnant?” I choked. “How?”


“If you don’t know, then I’m not going to explain it to you,” Rita chuckled softly. At least one of us was enjoying this.


“I thought you couldn’t get pregnant,” I said numbly.


“I was wrong,” came the blithe reply.


This was when I was supposed to ask if the kid was mine, but common sense prevailed. What could Rita possibly gain by telling me she was pregnant by someone else? Did she think I would pay child support with my welfare cheque? It was mine, all right. “So, what are ya gonna do? Are you gonna get an abortion?”


“No,” said Rita, with a firmness that precluded argument. When she made up her mind, there was no mercy and no court of appeal.


“So, when did this happen?” I asked. The wind whistled through my empty head. How could this be?


“The doctor says I’m eight weeks pregnant, so it must’ve happened when we were in LA. Do you remember that?”


There had been several lulls in our fighting. I wondered if I’d ever get the chance to tell my offspring that he/she had been conceived on the drummer from Youth Brigade’s floor in Hollywood. I still planned to die before I turned thirty, but then again, I’d never expected to turn eighteen. Who knew what the future would bring? It was scary to think that a kid of mine would walk the earth. What if the child turned out like me? I was scared.


“Are you still there?”


“I’ll call you back later,” I said. “I’ve got a lot to think about.”


“Fine,” said Rita, and she hung up.


I sat there in the ratty armchair, too stunned for words. How could I raise a kid when I couldn’t even take care of myself? Me, a dad? I was as suited for the job as an honest man was for politics. Such a thing just didn’t seem possible.


A piercing shriek followed by a loud crash interrupted my thoughts. “Eeek!” shouted Chuck from the kitchen. “Who the fuck is keeping dead mice in the freezer?”


I laughed. Where else would dad keep the mice?
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I SAT ON RITA’S COUCH sipping a large mug of her fine coffee. We’d made up again, but who knew how long the truce would last? I wished she had not allowed her bar to run dry, as a wee tot of whisky always made a good cup of coffee better. My head was pounding like a bell and was ready to fall off. I spent a great deal of time in hangover hell.


“Are you sure there isn’t anything left to drink?” I whined. Even my toes hurt.


“Nope. You finished it all the last time you were here,” said Rita, lifting her coffee. Her silk dressing gown was slightly open, revealing a round brown tummy. She was glowing with health, as only pregnant women or brides at the altar can be.


“What about the peach schnapps? Surely there must be some of that!” Anything to make the pain go away.


“Don’t you remember? You saved that for last, and then spilled your drink all over the carpet!”


“Oh, yeah…” I said, drawing a complete blank. My brain habitually erased unpleasant events from memory. Who said that blackouts were a bad thing?


Rita frowned. As hungover as I was, it was clear that she was unhappy about something. I still wanted a drink badly, but instead of pursuing that goal I had to guess what was wrong now. “What’s the matter?” I said. “Did I forget to clean up the schnapps?”


“It’s not the booze.”


“Well, what is it then?” If I ignored her gloominess, it’d be worse for me in the end.


“If you really want to know, I was thinking about tonight. I suppose that you’ll be going to see Channel 3 instead of staying here with me.” Her bottom lip protruded sullenly.


I stayed quiet. Why did she have to bring this matter up? Of course I was going to Channel 3.


“Well?” said Rita, refusing to drop the subject.


“Well, what?”


“Are you going to Channel 3?”


I took a deep breath. “I just can’t miss this show! They’re coming all the way from LA, so I have to go out and show my support!” Why couldn’t she understand?


“Fine,” she said, setting her face. “You go now, then.”


“But, baby! I was hoping we could mess around a bit!”


“OUT!”


I finished my coffee and got up. It was pointless to argue and, unless I agreed to miss the show, there was no way I was going to get any. I went to the door and put on my boots.Being hungover made me very horny. I imagined it had something to do with the need to procreate before death. “Are you sure we can’t—”


“OUT!” Hell hath no fury like a women stood up for a punk group.


The fiery sun blazed down on me as I walked away from Rita’s apartment, and I was bitter and sullen by the time I reached the bus stop on Osborne Street. A businessman bustled past me, pushing and shoving in his endless quest for the almighty dollar. People were a great disappointment to me. Why was it important for them to have more than their neighbours did? Why did they hate anyone who had less than they did? Even poor people voted for bloodsucking parasites who didn’t give a toss about them. Why did they blame their problems on each other instead of the rich? Why did they listen to homogenized garbage music performed by self-indulgent millionaire assholes? They were sheep, just as worthy of disgust as they were of pity. I agreed with Johnny Thunders 100% when he said that society made him sad. Of course, I was a product of that society, so I made myself sad.


My mood had improved some when I arrived at the show that evening. A few beers mooched from Heidi had vastly improved my perception of the world. With alcohol in me, I could accept the smug lies that held civilization together. I went down the stairs to Ozzie’s and stepped up to the ticket window with confidence. “I’m on the guest list,” I said. “With Pages of Rage.”


The ticket taker frowned as he scanned the guest list. “I don’t see your name here, Chris.”


“Then they must have forgotten to put me on there, but I’ll be interviewing the band later,” I said, moving towards the door. There was no point in telling him that Pages of Rage was finished and would never publish another issue.


“Wait!”


I turned, and it looked like the guy wanted to argue, but changed his mind. “Oh, never mind,” he said, waving me away. There weren’t enough hours in the evening.


On the stage, at the other end of the crowded and smoky room, The Unwanted smashed out the licks with furious abandon. I went up and threw myself into the pit, swinging my arms and legs viciously until I had established a healthy no-fly zone around me. The sweat began to flow as I moved, and oddly, this was where I felt the safest. When I was in the pit, I felt insulated from the world around me, free from mundane worries and problems, existing only for the moment. Even with boots and elbows hitting me and with stage divers landing on my head, I felt protected, as if cocooned by the sweaty bodies and high voltage punk rock. This was the only place I truly belonged.


But even as my shoulder collided with a startled face, I could feel the desperation creeping in. With hardcore on the decline, my very reason to exist was slipping away. Just last year it seemed as if we would take over the world, but now we were remembering that we never wanted it in the first place. A slamdancer slipped past my perimeter and hit me broadside. I shoved the clown violently and watched with satisfaction as he hit the floor backwards. Too many of the new kids were buying into the Quincy myth and the dance floor was tougher than it’d ever been. I elbowed a stranger in the head and felt the shock wave travel up my arm. If they wanted to play rough, I was happy to oblige.


The band ended the set with a squelch of feedback, and I staggered away to talk my pal Stu into buying me a beer. We smoked cigarettes and rolled dice while recorded punk rock boomed from the speakers and the night grew older. Why did everything have to change? Why couldn’t the thing I loved stay the same and never, ever die? It seemed that punk rock today was about more than just getting drunk and listening to loud, crazy music. There were crusty punks, political-punks, anarcho-punks, vegans and activists; all kinds of energetic and idealistic youth who sincerely wanted to make the world a better place to live. Whatever happened to running from the police and spray-painting the walls? I didn’t get into punk rock so I could work hard for free. I just wanted to smash it up and get drunk.


Some Weird Sin hit the stage in black goth clothing and makeup. We hardcore kids never really knew what to make of the old-timers. Since Some Weird Sin sounded more like The Damned’s newer stuff, and because you couldn’t really slamdance to their music, we usually just stood in front of the stage looking dumb. These old guys had been in some of Winnipeg’s first punk bands, and I had too much respect to ignore them, but I really didn’t know how to react. Bing, the singer, often made me uncomfortable with his effeminate prancing. My hands roamed restlessly. Good thing I had cigarettes.


Eventually, Some Weird Sin finished playing and left the stage. It was my guess that they didn’t really know what to make of hardcore. They were used to creative, intelligent people, and now there were all these idiots running around maiming each other. The older crowd was probably just as sad that their scene had changed to hardcore as I was that my scene was changing to metal. Guys like me had spoiled things for Some Weird Sin, and now metal was ruining punk rock for me.


Before I had time to slip into a deeper funk, Channel 3 hit the stage. I remembered them from the Doghouse, and I couldn’t believe how much beer they could drink and still stand upright. It was obvious that they’d already indulged in plenty of our strong Canadian beer, and they wobbled drunkenly trying to plug in their guitars. They managed to figure it out and fired into the first song without further delay. My depression slipped away as I dove into the pit swinging my heels and elbows. At least for today, punk rock was safe.
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THE SUN CAME DOWN and tanned my skin a deep golden brown. I loved it when the sun chased the mosquitoes away and I could forget my pathological hatred of them for a moment or two. The stupid fucking insects seemed to bug me more than they bothered most people, and I couldn’t tolerate them. Today, however, only the occasional deer fly disturbed my sunny solitude, allowing me to concentrate instead on a paperback. I turned the page and wiped my sweaty brow with the back of my hand. The spy thriller didn’t interest me, but I had to read something. Why weren’t there any books for punk rockers? There were no books for people like me.


The Clash album I was listening to ended and someone inside the house, probably Jet, replaced it with Motorhead’s Another Perfect Day. The music boomed from the window at a volume loud enough to kill small children, and I knew the neighbors wished that the police would take us away again. Though I’d initially hated Motorhead because they were too metal, Lemmy and the boys were growing on me. Still, I thought it was a shame that so many punk bands wanted to sound like them. I sat up on the roof of Jet’s Montego—the only flat surface in our yard not covered with broken glass and weeds—and reached for my ice water.


“Hey, Hook!” called a voice over the music.


I looked over and saw Smelly standing on the back porch. Jumping down from the white trash sundeck, I went to see what my fellow Sick Crew member wanted. “What’s up? Ya gotta smoke?”


Smelly frowned but pulled a pack of cigarettes from his back pocket. He was lean, with curly, dirty blond hair and wonky front teeth. “Don’t you ever have anything? You’re the most useless motherfucker I ever met!”


“Why thank you, kind sir!” I said, reaching into my pocket. “But at least I have my own lighter.” I lit my cigarette and inhaled gratefully. It wasn’t as if welfare gave me enough money to buy my own smokes.


“So,” said Smelly, “are ya just gonna lay around all day, or do ya have plans?” He sat down and dangled his legs over the edge of the porch.


“I thought I’d just hang around and wait for someone to bring over some liquor and drugs. But why do you ask?” I squinted into the sun. It was a real scorcher.


“No particular reason, but it’d sure be nice to get some beer.”


“That goes without saying, but unless you got the cash, we’re shit outta luck,” I said, slapping at a solitary mosquito that had elected to brave the heat. “Every beer store in the city is wise to our scam.” Exchanging cases of water for beer wasn’t a viable option anymore.


“I was thinking about cashing a bond,” Smelly said casually.


“What th’?” I said, astounded. “YOU HAVE BONDS?” He might as well have told me that Dee Dee Ramone would be dropping by for a visit.


“Shhhh! Someone will hear ya!”


“Did someone say ‘bonds’?” said Gord, stepping out the back door. “You been holding out on us, Smelly?”


“Damn! Way to go, Hook!” said Smelly with a frown. “But we need your help anyway, Gord. The savings bond is in Brandon, so we’ll need a ride.”


“Brandon!” Gord and I said simultaneously. It would be awhile before we could quench our thirst. Brandon was a two-hour drive. Four hours if you wanted to come back, and we certainly did.


“Will Jet lend you his car?” Smelly asked worriedly.


“Maybe if we put gas in it,” said Gord, scratching his chin. “I’ll go ask him.” He went back into the house with a slam of the screen door.


“I hope this works,” said Smelly.


“You have savings bonds?” I said in disbelief. “Where the fuck did ya get those?”


“From my grandma. I’ve had ‘em for years.”


“Why did you wait until now to cash ‘em in?”


“I dunno. I guess I’m just thirsty today.”


I left it at that, and soon Gord walked out of the house dangling a set of car keys. “Let’s go,” he said. “But I’ll have to use my last ten dollars to put gas in the tank, so ya better be able to pay me back when we get there.”


“Don’t worry,” said Smelly, making me worry. Why did it seem like something could go wrong with such a simple plan? We got in the car and quickly drove away, anxious to get some beer. With our luck, Jet’s Montego would probably break down in the middle of nowhere, or the police would find an excuse to arrest us. We had plenty of luck but it was all bad.


Still, there were good reasons to suspect the worst, and we hadn’t gone more than a mile before I began to feel groggy. “Shit,” I said, from the back seat. “Why don’t you guys roll your windows down a little more? Maybe the fresh air will wake me up.”


The boys rolled their windows down further and wind whipped through the car. “Hmmm… Jet warned me about the tailpipe,” said Gord, frowning. “The exhaust is coming through the floorboards into the car.”


Smelly stared down at the floor. “That could be dangerous.”


“What the fuck are ya looking for?” asked Gord. “You can’t see carbon monoxide!”


“I know that!”


“At least you guys are up front getting plenty of fresh air,” I complained. “It’s me getting poisoned!” The stupid carbon monoxide wasn’t even getting me high, but at least the fresh air was helping me wake up.


“We’ll be okay as long as we keep the windows down,” said Gord as we turned onto the highway. He pointed the ugly blue car towards Brandon and floored it.


The rushing wind eliminated all conversation as we sped down the highway. Alone in the back seat, my thoughts soon turned to drugs. When I dreamed about cocaine, it pushed everything else from my mind and became an obliterating obsession. I fantasized about the rig emptying into my arm and the devastating rush that followed. If cocaine wasn’t so expensive and difficult to get, I would do it every day. Despite the open windows, I drifted into a semi-coma. When I came to we were at the trailer park just outside of Brandon where Smelly’s mom lived. I hadn’t missed anything on the drive across the prairies. I’d already seen enough cows and wheat fields to last several lifetimes. Smelly got out and dashed into a trailer, returning shortly with a snaggle-toothed grin and fancy looking bearer bond. “Five hundred bucks! Let’s cash this sucker and drink some beer!”


“Let’s go back to Winnipeg and get some coke,” I suggested.


“Maybe we will later,” Smelly said vaguely. “For now, let’s go to the bar.”


I couldn’t argue with free alcohol, so I kept my mouth shut but intended to try again later when alcohol had lowered Smelly’s resistance. We stopped at a bank in Brandon to cash the bond, eager to be on our way.


“There’s a bar down the street,” said Smelly, pointing.


“Are ya sure you wanna drink here?” I asked, worriedly. It was 1984 but unsurprisingly, punk hadn’t caught on in Brandon. They’d string me up above the bar as a warning to other punk rockers.


“Ah, don’t worry,” said Smelly, dismissively. “I’ve been drinking here all my life.”


“Yeah, but you don’t have barbed wire wrapped around yer boots and you’re not wearing a shirt that says ‘Stretch Marks Do Exist’! You don’t have hair a quarter-inch long and three earrings!” In rural Manitoba, they’d kill you for less.


“Don’t worry about the T-shirt,” said Gord. “They’ll just be confused.”


“Rednecks don’t like to be confused,” I argued. I hadn’t traveled this far just to get boot fucked.


“Quit worrying. Everything’ll be fine,” said Smelly. “Stop here for cigarettes!”


Gord braked to a halt outside a small department store. “Smokes are cheap here,” explained Smelly, getting out of the car.


Everyone in the store stared at us. Gord and Smelly weren’t dressed punk—they just looked like tramps. Gord wore jeans with a hole in the knee and a puke green T-shirt torn under the armpit, while Smelly sported a striped shirt with a large stain on the front. Back in Winnipeg, I wouldn’t have been that self-conscious about the way we appeared, but in Brandon, I was afraid they would throw us in jail. Then I saw something.


“Hey, guys,” I said. “Why don’t we try to blend in with the citizenry while we’re here?” I pointed to a rack of T-shirts.


Gord flipped through them with an amused little grin. “I dunno. These are pretty dumb…”


“Yeah, but we’re in Brandon. When we get back to the ‘peg, we’ll just toss ‘em.” As a city dweller, I knew that everyone in Brandon was a country bumpkin straight off the turnip truck. I picked up a shirt. “Buy this for me, Smelly.”


Smelly made a face. “Gord might as well get one too, just so you don’t look stupid all by yourself.”


“Awright,” said Gord. He flipped through the rack.


Smelly paid for our supplies and we changed into our new shirts. Gord’s said, “Drunk-O-Meter” and had a thermostat with a mercury reading of “bombed.” Mine said: “Everyone Needs Something to Believe in, so I Believe I’ll Have Another Beer.” I was convinced that this was the way people dressed in small towns. Feeling confident in our disguises, we went to the bar and ordered up a pile of beers.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
L
_-






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
I'm on
the
Guest List

Chris
Walter

CGFY PRESS





