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To Winnipeg, where the strong survive and the rest leave town.
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“You’re ten minutes late, Walter,” said the boss as I walked through the door. He was a jowly old man with thick braces to hold polyester trousers over his round potbelly. In two or three years the brass would give him a gold-plated watch and he could go die in front of his TV set.


“Sorry, boss,” I mumbled. He should have known by now that being late was what I did best.


“Well, since you’re here, go help Roger on the third floor. And put out that cigarette!”


The rotten luck was always with me. Every time I tried to collect welfare the bastards would send me on a job search and some fool would hire me. Today I was employed with Kangard Limited, an industrial manufacturer of detergents, soaps, cleansers, and other toxic household items—a job I’d held for a personal record of seven months. I knew the work would be very labour intensive and dull when they hired me on the spot without asking for my qualifications. They were as follows: None.


I took the fright elevator to the third floor. I called it the fright elevator because I was always sure the cables were going to snap. There were no sides on the creaky lift and the ancient, moldy brick walls of the shaft were clearly visible as I ascended. One of the few things I liked about the job was this scary old building. Rotting and derelict, it looked like a Grade-B vampire movie set—a dank, evil chamber of horrors. I threw a switch and brought the elevator to a halt between floors. Then I fired a joint. This was a good place to get high because the reek of spilled chemicals at the bottom of the shaft masked all other smells. A monkey would need to get high if he had to do my job.


Upstairs, Roger put my first-rate brain to use filling an endless procession of plastic bottles. The equipment I used was very high-tech: a siphon tube inserted into a fifty-five gallon drum of window cleaner. Bottle after bottle I filled, little blue soldiers in the war against streaky windows.


I watched my hands as they went about the simple task. There were so many other, more enjoyable, things they had held: Tits, beers, forks with pieces of steak on them, porno magazines, telephone receivers telling people to fuck off, joints, my dick, paycheques, and love letters. Okay, maybe not love letters…


My dirty, callused hands had also held many ugly things: Failing report cards, weapons, my bloody nose, summonses, bills, eviction notices, empty bottles, and a hockey stick after I’d just scored on my own team, syringes. My dick.


As bad as those things were, they were, at least, things of note rather than something as dumb as a siphon hose. Of all the things my hands had done, these actions were surely the least memorable. Perhaps I should use one of my hands to punch my boss in the belly. Would my fist sink in or bounce off like a beach ball? At least I would remember it later. My hands deserved better.


“Don’t you think you better get those in boxes?”


I jumped. Roger the chemist had snuck up behind me, the bastard. I looked at the full bottles all around me. I was supposed to put them in boxes and stack them on pallets as I went. “Umm, yeah, but I’m outta glue for the boxes.”


“It’s over there somewhere,” said Roger, pointing to a dark and desolate corner of the warehouse. If there were a boogey man he wouldn’t find a better hiding spot. I got up and walked past rows of chemicals in drums and the huge mixing vats. Some of the chemicals were very nasty: caustic soda would burn your flesh right down to the bone if you were stupid enough to spill any on you. I kept on walking, looking for the glue. A large grey rat ran across my foot and disappeared underneath a mixer. I liked rats but not these bastards, which were hideously mutated from the chemicals in their diet. I wondered how they knew which ones were safe and which ones made their tails fall off. Maybe the rats could read the labels on the drums.


Man, was I stoned.


As I walked along, one of the drums caught my attention. It was marked “Toluene” and emblazoned with a skull and crossbones. The word toluene rang a bell. Wasn’t that the stuff they put in airplane glue? It figured that Kangard had a whole fifty-five gallon drum of the stuff kicking around. Some of the chemicals we kept handy made nerve gas seem almost inoffensive.


I had to find out if this was the real thing. I looked to see if Roger was anywhere nearby—he wasn’t. The place was so big a Brazilian rugby team could get lost in it. I gave the drum a shake and heard a slosh of liquid before removing the cap. A blast of toxic fumes hit me in the face, making me reel. There was enough shit in the drum to get the town of Churchill, Manitoba high for a month, maybe two.


I picked up a dirty rag from the floor and dipped it into the drum. It didn’t seem like a good idea to get gooned on the job, and I hadn’t sniffed anything for years, but I wanted to see what pure toluene was like. Maybe it was better than glue. I owed it to myself to try it at least once.
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Traffic droned monotonously outside the window as I lay half-asleep on my bed. The robots were making their way to work, which is what I was supposed to be doing. It didn’t seem right that I should waste my life doing things I hated, so I decided not to go.


Fuck work.


It was hard to believe no one had gotten hip to the fact that I’d been sniffing on the job. They had barely lifted an eyebrow when I nearly fell over into the detergent mixer. Kangard’s safety motto was DON’T GET HURT OR WE’LL FIRE YOUR ASS. My head throbbed and my guts hurt but I knew a couple beers would make the pain go away. All hail mighty beer. If only I had some.


I wanted to lie in bed all day but knew that every good thing must come to an end. Finally, I pulled myself up and sat considering my current circumstances. My pal Gord and I had moved into the Harald Apartments on Westminster Ave, and had the caretaker done even the laziest of investigations, he would have discovered that we were responsible for a string of destroyed apartments in the area. Perhaps “responsible” is the wrong word. Our checkered past didn’t matter much anyway, for we had stiff competition from the other tenants, with freaks of all varieties installed in every suite. We were like inmates in an asylum for the criminally insane. Once in a while we even had the keys.


Outside my room, I could hear Blondie spinning around on the turntable, singing the kind of sugary new wave crap that made me long for the Ramones. Gord liked to start the mornings off gently and work upwards. Still, if Gord was awake and playing music then there must be leftover beer. Smiling at the prospect of a cold one, and feeling grateful to still be fully clothed, I stepped over the pieces of my broken alarm clock and out into the living room.


Gord looked up in surprise at my sudden appearance. Long, greasy hair dangled in his eyes and zits punctuated the stubble on his chin. With his elongated body and beer bottle lenses, he looked like a praying mantis with acne. Like the rest of the Sick Crew, personal grooming was not high on his list of priorities. “What are you doing here? I thought you were at work!” He picked idly at the label of his beer.


“I smashed my alarm clock against the door and I’m not going to work today.” Guilt took another nibble at my guts. The boss was not going to be happy.


“Why don’t you go now? You’re only two hours late.”


I rejected the idea out of hand. “Naw, I’ll take a Mental Health Day.” The idea of filling bottles with drain cleaner made me sad. All I wanted to do was drink some beer. Then something occurred to me. “Why aren’t you at work?”


“They were showing an episode of Rocky and Bullwinkle I hadn’t seen yet,” mumbled Gord, squinting as a news brief scrolled across the bottom of the TV. “Hmmm, that asshole Ted Bundy has been charged with the murder of Kimberly Leach, and Florida has asked for the death penalty.” He frowned marginally and took a sip of beer.


I cheered up. Bundy was the wrong kind of outlaw. “Good, I hope they fry the prick. If they need a volunteer to throw the switch, I’ll be first in line.”


“The death penalty is not a good thing,” said Gord.


I was outraged. “What th’ fuck you talking ‘bout? That asshole is responsible for the rape and murder of dozens of innocent women!”


“Bundy might need killing,” said Gord, his voice rising in argument. “But no government should have the right to execute its citizens.”


“Hang on,” I said, heading down the hall to the kitchen. No fucking way was I going to listen to a lecture this early without beer. Incredibly, almost a dozen brown beauties graced the refrigerator shelves. It was very unusual for us to pass out with beer still left in the fridge. I popped a top gratefully and leaned against the wall to think about where I was going with my life. The answer? Nowhere.


The Sick Crew, of which I was an active member, were a bunch of young losers whose only activities were drinking and arguing. We beat each other senseless in drunken fistfights, screwed each other’s girlfriends, and stole each other’s last beers. Drifting from place to place, from job to job, we lived like wild dogs in a pack. Drinking was no mere destructive hobby or pastime: beer was the lubricant that eased the pain of life. We thought of ourselves as hard and desperate men but we were spoiled brats. Or at least we would have been if we had more money. You needed money to be spoiled.


“Chris!” shouted Gord from the living room.


What could I do? I walked back in there. “What’s wrong with the death penalty if they zap people like Bundy?” I said, automatically taking the offensive.


Gord grinned smugly. “Bundy, fine—I don’t like him any more than you do. But if they whack him, what’s to stop them from getting rid of anyone else they don’t like? This week it’s serial killers; next week it’s civil rights protesters, drug addicts, or people on welfare. If a government has that kind of power they can do what they want with impunity. What if they execute the wrong guy? What are they gonna do, dig him up and say ‘sorry’? I’m telling ya, its bad news.”


“Aw, you’re just being paranoid. They wouldn’t just kill people for no reason.” But even as the words came out of my mouth I realized how absurd they sounded. A phrase I’d heard somewhere popped into my head: Absolute power corrupts absolutely. Of course the government would abuse the power; the death penalty was custom made for abuse. I hated it when Gord was right about important stuff, and he often was. Feeling lousy, I replaced Blondie with the Dead Boys and sat down to drink beer. Right now I’d be happy to make an exception and throw the switch on ol’ Gord. He’d look good with ten-thousand volts flowing through him.


I was a fuckup: Tall and skinny with a big nose, pimples, and long stringy hair. The other guys in the Sick Crew were fuckups, too. Brett and Gord were older and smarter than I was but none of us used our heads for anything more taxing than finding the next case of beer. I looked up to Brett and Gord because they knew more big words than I did, and big words impressed me. Though I listened almost exclusively to punk rock I was afraid to look the part, not quite ready to make the plunge. After all, I’d spent most of my life trying to fit in and to swing suddenly in the opposite direction seemed risky. I wanted to dress outrageously and make lots of noise, but to look different in Winnipeg in the 70s was to take your life into your hands. It seemed safer to tell people who asked about my Iggy Pop button that I was into new wave. I had no guts.


“Get me another beer,” said Gord, without taking his eyes from the mute television.


“Fuck you.”


“Don’t make me remind you whose beer it is.”


I grumbled bitterly but got up and went to the fridge. My beer was almost empty anyway. Grabbing a fresh round, I headed back down the hall and nearly ran into Brett as he barged into our apartment. We wouldn’t have been quite as happy to see him if he hadn’t been carrying four cases of beer. Brett, a Sick Crew colleague, could be a tad abrasive at times, to put it mildly.


“Hey, ya fuckin’ geeks! Wake up and let’s start drinking!” yelled Brett. He was already drunk, belligerent, and loud.


“We are awake, and we are drinking,” Gord pointed out. Brett could sometimes rub us the wrong way, even when he was buying.


“Well, drink faster then!” demanded Brett. His face was flushed bright red, and tufts of blond hair stuck out from his head in greasy spikes. He set the cases down, cracked open a beer, and guzzled half of it.


Gord and I exchanged wary glances. We had just finished sweeping up the broken glass and furniture from our last party with Brett. It was a catch-22 situation: Our own beer supply was almost gone, but if we stayed here and drank with Brett, we would probably thrash the place again. And we were still sober enough to care.


“We were about to go see some girls we just met. Do you wanna come along?” asked Gord. He tried to make it sound like we were on our way to visit the dentist, but Brett picked up on the word “girls.”


“Girls? So let’s go!” His big white teeth flashed brightly against the crimson background of his face. “Are these the new Sick Crew Bitches?” Despite the oily hair and zits, Brett was a handsome young man.


“Naw, but we’re working on them,” I said. The girls I was referring to, Liz and Sue, who were prone to Neil Young and organic wheat germ, lived on the third floor and were typical 70s granolaheads. We were doing our very best to corrupt them with punk rock music and blotter acid, but they were too smart to become deeply involved with us. It was a situation that we intended to change.


Loading up with beer, we blundered down the hall and up the rickety wooden fire escape. It was another typical Winnipeg summer day: hotter than a whore’s armpit and as dry as a kiln. The stairs afforded a spectacular view of the back lane; winos staggered past like extras in a zombie flick while other bums rummaged in garbage cans. Down on the corner, the police frisked a young aboriginal male against a cruiser car. I liked our neighbourhood because people here tolerated our horrible behaviour. Life in Central Winnipeg beat the holy hell out of the suburban nightmare I’d shared with my parents until leaving home at fifteen.


“Girls!” crowed Brett.


I looked up. Sure enough, Liz and Sue were standing at the top of the landing. “Hello!” I said. “We were just coming over to see if you wanted a beer.”


“You sure you can spare ‘em?” asked Liz, referring to our more-than-healthy supply.


“Sarcasm!” Brett said happily. “I like that!”


At least Sue seemed happy to see us. “C’mon in. We were gonna go to the store but we can go later.” She had thick curly brown hair and glasses. Her quick smile and flashing eyes made up for the fact that she carried a couple of extra pounds and the pores on her stubby nose were too big. Liz sighed. It was hard to tell what her take on us was. Maybe it was because she was very pretty and she knew it. With her high, tight breasts and beautiful green eyes that men march gladly into battle for, Liz was the classic beauty I always wanted but never got. Poor me.


“I guess we have time for a beer or two,” said Liz, giving Brett a guarded look.


We went into the girls’ apartment and loaded the fridge. Brett was in a hurry to get even drunker. “Chris, you wimp! Play caps!”


“I suppose,” I agreed.


Brett and I were the Sick Crew Caps Champions and had an ongoing grudge match. We sat the regulation ten feet apart and let the caps fly. The game was neck and neck for the first six or seven beers but slowly I began to get the upper hand. On a hot streak I nailed Brett three times in a row and he struggled not to fall behind. It was customary to stall for time with diversionary tactics. Brett lifted his beer, then stopped and turned to Sue.


“I’ll bet you have a really big pussy.”


Sue froze. She couldn’t believe that a stranger would say such a thing, but she knew that we were wild men because we kept dirty dishes in our bathtub until mold grew thickly and the flies multiplied. Pretending she hadn’t heard Brett’s rude comment, Sue sucked at her beer and continued her conversation with Liz. But Brett wasn’t finished yet.


“It’s probably real hairy, too. I’ll bet your pussy is big and hairy.”


“Quit stalling and drink!” I demanded. How were Gord and I supposed to get laid with this guy around? Brett could be very charming when he wanted to be, but he generally preferred to offend. Anybody could be nice.


Liz wasn’t amused. “If you’re going to be an asshole you can leave,” she told Brett.


“I’m just kidding. Your pussy is probably fine, I’m sure,” Brett capitulated. “Don’t take anything I say too seriously.” He guzzled beer and replaced the cap on his bottle. Barely had he taken his hand away when I hit him again. “Fuck!”


“Drink up,” I ordered.


Brett drank, but seconds later he ran down the hallway to vomit all over Liz and Sue’s washroom floor. He came back wiping his mouth and shaking his head wildly from side to side. Gord wrote “Brett boots” on the scorecard.


“Aarghh!” Brett shouted. “I’ll get you for that!” Opening another beer he took his place on the floor and resumed the game. One of the things that made Brett such a dangerous opponent was his incredible capacity for abuse. I knew that he would keep playing until one of us was unconscious. In a sudden panic, I hurled a barrage of caps at my deranged nemesis. Brett chugged quarter beer after quarter beer and tried frantically to narrow the lead but it was no use. I was killing him.


“Gah, ook, yop!” babbled Brett. He poured the beer down his throat, with much spillage splashing over onto his shirt. I wondered how many beers he’d consumed before the game started.


Ping!


I nailed Brett yet again. He shook his shaggy head like a mortally wounded animal and struggled to remain sitting upright. Just when I was sure he would keel over he flung down a handful of caps and pulled himself to his feet.


“Chris, you fuckin’ bastad! How kin I play caps with an empty stomig? I godda ged sumpin’ ta eat, I’M STARVIN’!” Brett stomped away to the kitchen.


Gord wrote “Brett kwits” on the scorecard and threw it down. “Umm, you guys might wanna keep an eye on him. He’s not the tidiest cook.”


Fractured blue light illuminated the wreckage of our living room. I slumped in front of the television with a nearly empty beer bottle in my hand. The sound on the TV was off and Lou Reed’s – Rock ‘n’ Roll Animal blared loudly from the speakers. The flickering TV danced on broken beer bottles and splashed ghostly patterns onto the stained wallpaper. Smashed furniture and shattered dishes lay tossed about as if discarded by a giant infant. It hadn’t been enough to trash Liz and Sue’s place; we’d destroyed our own place as well.


A bottle sailed past my head and suddenly I was covered with smoking glass. Brett had scored a direct strike on our television. The fact that I was supposed to be at work in the morning was a reality that didn’t really bother me. Even the fact that we’d been evicted was only a minor inconvenience. I finished the last sip of beer and lurched into my bedroom. Tomorrow was another day.
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My new place was an addition to the back of an old house on Langside near Westminster. I sat, massively hungover, at the kitchen table holding my head in both hands. I had lost my keys the night before and my hips and shoulders were bloody and raw from wriggling through the tiny window on the door. House keys had a way of hiding from me when I was drunk.


Cursing, I dressed shakily and found my keys outside the door, exactly where they’d fallen. Why did everything bad always have to happen to me? I stuck four ounces of fronted grass into the waistband of my jeans and stumbled outside, glancing down to see if the bulge was noticeable under my shirt. It wasn’t—I was so skinny that I could probably carry a pound of weed undetected.


The Salisbury House was on the next block and I set off in a lurching gait. If I didn’t get some fluids in me fast I was a goner. The girl behind the counter approached cautiously as I stumbled in the door. “What can I get for you?” she asked, wrinkling her nose.


I ordered a large iced tea and struggled not to fall off my stool. It seemed that nothing ever changed in my world. I would work at a shitty minimum wage job, get paid, blow it all in one night or weekend, and then starve until the next cheque. I didn’t even know how to save enough money for busfare. On Monday mornings I would tell myself that the next payday would be different but it never was. Why couldn’t I get the booze blues before I spent all the money?


The waitress set the iced tea in front of me. There was a large wedge of lemon on the edge of the frosty glass, with a sprig of mint on top. It looked so good I knew that I’d kill anybody who got between that glass and me. With shaking hands I lifted the iced tea to my lips. I had intended to take only a small sip but as soon as the tasty liquid hit my taste buds I was unable to stop myself from guzzling the whole thing. Then I was sad because it was all gone, so I ordered another. I drank this one slower, savouring every last drop. It was the best tasting iced tea, ever.


Refreshed, I walked down the street to the Westminster Hotel. The pub had just opened and only a couple of rough looking characters were present. It smelled just like every other bar, like spilled booze rotting in the carpet, stale cigarette smoke, and cheap perfume with a hint of dirty mop water. A bleach-blonde waitress balancing a full tray of draught bitched to the bartender about her boyfriend. “All I ask for is a little common courtesy and ya know what the prick does? He takes my last ten bucks and spends it on shrimp for his cat! Shrimp! And do you know what he feeds us? Bologna! Sometimes I get so mad that I just want to stab him! He drives me insane!”


The bartender shrugged. It didn’t look like he really gave a shit. He kept glancing at a boxing match on a TV in the corner. “So kick the bum out, Cindy. Just quit your whining about him everyday.” Then a troubled look crossed his face and you could tell that he wished he had chosen his words more carefully. But it was too late.


“Oh, so now I’m whining! I thought I could talk to you, Bob, but you’re just the same as the rest of them! Well, you can all drop dead!” Cindy wheeled around, slopping tiny waves of beer from the tops of the glasses. She spotted me.


“What kin I getcha?” Her expression made it clear that any effort expended on my behalf would be too much.


“Two drafts, please, Cindy.”


Cindy stabbed me with her eyes. Perhaps we were not yet on a first-name basis. She went to deliver the beer on her tray. No one likes to play second trombone to a cat.


The bar started to fill up. My next-door neighbour arrived looking as if he’d been embalmed with ginseng brandy. He pretended he didn’t see me, or I him. My beers arrived and I sipped at them slowly. They tasted like rat piss but I finally finished them and ordered two more. The alcohol began to work on me, erasing my fear of the world enough to get through the day. I began to mutter to patrons walking by.


“Pot?”


Nobody was interested and I soon got discouraged. Being a dope dealer was one of my only ambitions in life but the reality of it just didn’t measure up. All my other attempts to join the Brotherhood of Dope Dealers had ended in abject failure. But this time I had the grass, all I had to do was sell it. How hard could that be?


“Ya got some weed?”


I turned in my chair. A little, greasy guy with a peeling iron-on AC/DC shirt was talking to me. “Yeah, let’s step into my office,” I said.


We walked into the washroom. The stench of urine hung thickly in the air. I gave him the grass and he gave me the money. “So what happened to the regular guy?” asked the customer.


“What regular guy?”


The little guy looked shocked. “You mean you’re not with the Bravos?”


A tremor ran down my spine. The Los Bravos were a local outlaw motorcycle club. “No, why?” I didn’t like the way this conversation was going. The fear was back.


“Oh, maaan. This is Bravo turf. If they catch you dealing here, you’re fucked. I gotta go, and this didn’t happen.” He scurried quickly from the washroom and I waited a moment before following him back into the bar. I drained my glass and went to the vendor for a six-pack. A Harley Davidson rumbled into the parking lot as I made good my escape.


By now, I just I wanted to kick back and have a few beers. I decided to try my luck at the park on Young Street where hippies gathered regularly to lay around on the grass. I was in trouble if I couldn’t sell pot to guitar strumming, incense burning hippies. With luck, they hadn’t spent all their money on patchouli oil yet.
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I made it through another week living on the chocolate chip cookies and Wagon Wheels that my brother Jim had stolen from a boxcar. Rather than buy groceries when I sold some pot, I spent the money on beer. Finally, it was payday, but instead of going over to the Sick Crew Palace where I would have to buy beer for everyone, I decided to visit the St. Vital Hotel to try my luck with the ladies. It didn’t really matter what band was playing; in all the times I had been there, not one group had risen above the rank of typical 70s cock rock. I had never scored any pussy either, which meant that my luck was due for a change.


I arrived at the hotel, thirsty and optimistic. A crude sign on the door read: Teenage Head: cover charge $2.00. It crossed my mind to go somewhere else where there was no cover charge, but I was too lazy to take another bus and needed a drink right away. Grudgingly forking out two bucks I went inside and got myself a beer.


On the other side of the bar, two jocks were shooting pool with a couple of bikers. Judging by the nasty looks they were giving each other, it was not a friendly game. I tossed my beer down and got another. I heard a roar and, looking back towards the pool tables, saw that a full-scale battle had broken out. A big jock had one biker by the throat and was punching him in the face. I thought the biker was toast, but to my surprise, he turned the fight around by picking up his opponent and slamming him onto the pool table, snooker balls flying. The other biker took a shot to the jaw and went down like a rock, but his companion seized a cue and laid such a beating on the jocks that they fled the pub, bleeding all the way.


Just then, a whole passle of colour-wearing bikers entered the bar. They laughed when they saw their comrade, still holding the broken cue, standing by the pool table dripping sweat and blood. One of the outlaw bikers, a huge, bearded, tattooed man, pulled out a set of colours and thrust them at the winner of the fight. “Congratulations, Bobby. We took a vote earlier, and you’re in.”


The bikers clapped each other on the back and stepped over the unconscious club member to drink Jack Daniels at the bar. Not one bouncer had tried to intervene. Some place this is, I thought.


At that moment, with a loud screech of feedback, Teenage Head hit the stage. Instantly I knew this was no average bar band. Instead of a laser light show, racks of drums, dry ice, keyboards, satin jumpsuits, long silky hair and moustaches, these misfits had only the most minimal of setups. This was stripped-down, bare bones rock ’n roll: fast, loud, and very dangerous. The singer, a leaping madman with a skinny tie and a white, long sleeved shirt, grabbed the microphone:


Someday you’ll remember me/ and picture my face


Someday you may smile at me/ and I’ll walk away


Yesterday I needed a buck/ today I need a bank


But I know who was always there/ it’s me I have to thank


The guitar, distorted and raw, tore from the speakers with sonic force and the bass followed like carpet-bombing. Rock solid drumming backed it up, badass and nasty shit. This was the way that I imagined rock ’n roll should be played. Finally, somebody was doing it right.


I realized I was no longer sitting—I was standing with my jaw hanging open. Looking around the pub I saw many people were as stunned as I was, but not in a favourable way. The Bravos wanted nothing to do with any of it and stayed close to the bar where it was a bit more civilized. The bouncers stuffed plugs into their ears and glowered as the jocks and longhairs shoved each other around on the floor. I wanted to get up there and dance but was afraid. The action was intense and I didn’t know the rules, if there were any. This sort of “dancing” could be hazardous.


Onstage, the singer jumped onto the drum riser and hit something sharp. Blood soaked through the elbow of his shirt but he paid no attention and preferred instead to taunt the jocks. “C’mon, you can hit each other a little harder than that, can’t you?” he egged between songs.


The jocks missed the sarcasm and really went for it. Now that no bikers were involved, the bouncers were eager to flex some muscle and delighted in beating any unfortunate soul who got close to the stage. Beer splashed everywhere, mixed with more blood and more sweat. Bottles, along with fists and boots, flew through the air. A guy staggered from the dance floor, blood streaming from a broken nose. And through it all, the drummer missed not a beat. I thought that surely the riot police must be on the way.


As a finale, the singer got revenge for his bloody elbow by jumping into the drum kit. The show was over. I stood there, ears ringing, adrenaline pumping through me. I felt strangely let down. Why did it have to end just when I was getting ready to dance? At least I told myself I would have.


“So, what did you think of the band?”


I turned to see that a pretty girl with straight black bangs was talking to me. She wore a jean jacket with fake leopard skin around the collar. Her tits jutted nicely.


“I thought they were great!” I said, looking around for a boyfriend. Incredibly, she appeared to be single.


Her name was Charlotte. We made small talk while the bar emptied and then picked up some beer and went to her place. I rifled through her records. The closest thing she had to punk rock was the B-52’s. Her curves were fine but her record collection made me cringe. After a few more beers I got drunk enough to make a move. Amazingly, she went for it. We pulled our clothes off and began. I got my cock in her and moved back and forth. Soon I was almost done.


“Don’t cum in me,” she breathed. “I’m not on the pill.”


Seconds later I pulled out and shot the goo on her belly. Charlotte was not impressed. “Hmmm…” she said.


My ears were still ringing at work the next day. I sniffed at my fingers until toxic chemicals covered up the faint scent of pussy. I had seen the future of rock ’n’ roll, and it wasn’t pretty. Not at all.
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I walked along, happy that work was over for the day. My thoughts were on punk rock and the growing underground scene. It wasn’t that I was bored of drinking with the Sick Crew; I just needed more. Punk rock had to be the answer. After all, in which other subculture was negativity actually an asset? It seemed to me that punk rock was about wearing clothes that flipped people out, smashing things, listening to loud, crazy music, getting really drunk, and telling people to fuck off. Hell, I already had the attitude: all I needed now was some trashy duds and a haircut.


Arriving home, something was wrong and I knew it. The door gaped open like a punched-out tooth and the smell of paint stung my nose. Stepping inside I could see that the apartment had been demolished by dedicated and seasoned professionals. Food and paint splattered the walls, tables and chairs lay smashed in a heap, and most damningly, Labatt’s 50 beer bottles crunched broken underfoot.


Only the Sick Crew drank Labatt’s 50.


I began the long, hard task of cleaning up. The Sick Crew knew that I was distancing myself from them and they were probably pissed at me for not sharing my money. I was good at helping them spend theirs, but when I was flush I had a tendency to make myself scarce. I was mad, but not really. After all, I’d helped them smash enough of their own apartments. Using a shattered record for a dustpan I swept up a pile of bottles. At least they hadn’t broken my Iggy Pop or Graham Parker.


Heavy knuckles thumped at the door. I knew it wasn’t the Crew because they didn’t believe in knocking.


“I want you out of here, Mr. Walter!” The landlord was not happy. Landlords never were.


I slammed the door in his frowning face. On top of the fridge, a lonely beer waited. The bastards had missed one.


Then I met Rita. She was by far the prettiest girl who had ever given me the time of day. Tall, blonde, and with lidded Slavic eyes, she put a spell on me that lasted for decades. I wasn’t even sure if Rita was interested in me romantically because she always had so many other guys around. Her best friend, a fag named Reggie, was always underfoot and kept getting in my way. I waited for a chance to ask her for a date but Rita beat me to it.


“I thought maybe we could go to the art gallery and see Lowlife tonight,” Rita suggested as we sipped orange juice and sparkling wine. “You seen them yet? They’re supposed to be the best punk band in town.”


It sounded great to me. Rita’s interest in punk had caught me by surprise, because at the time she didn’t really dress the part. But nor did I yet. Was it possible that this beautiful creature actually had similar musical tastes? To my chagrin Rita had also invited Reggie along. Unsure of where I stood, I had little choice but to play along.


Arriving at the show, we paid a small cover charge and poured drinks of Sambuca from Rita’s wineskin. Although there was no liquor license, booze flowed freely and few people bothered to hide the fact. Lowlife had a mid-tempo UK punk sound and did their best to get a reaction from the detached and listless patrons with their hot, Sex Pistols-style guitar and powerful drumming. The energetic, redheaded singer tried hard to rouse the crowd but they behaved as if he were an animal in the zoo: interesting, but nothing that one wanted to get too close to. Towards the end of the set several punks shuffled to the front of the stage and jumped up and down in that peculiar pogo style. Reggie, Rita and I stood by, watching. Lowlife kicked ass but the crowd was lame. I was lame too, of course, but I was new.


After the gig I was surprised when the singer sought us out to introduce himself. “Hi, I’m Rick,” he said, thrusting a sweaty hand in our direction.


I pumped his hand eagerly. “I’m Chris,” I said, thrilled that a punk rock musician would take time to talk to fans. Rick wasn’t acting like a rock star at all. Then I noticed that he was shaking, no clinging, to Rita’s hand and leering at her with a lecherous grin on his litso. Shit. He was only talking to me because of Rita.


“Are you going to the party at The Spud Club later?” Rick asked.


“What’s the spud club?” Rita inquired.


“It’s Winnipeg’s first punk and new wave club. Here, I’ll give you the address. It’s on Kennedy Street.” Rick took a pen from his pocket and quickly jotted the particulars on a scrap of paper. “It’s for members only, so just tell them that you’re my guests. I’ll see you there!” Spotting another girl, the singer excused himself and quickly moved away.


“Seems like a nice guy,” said Rita.


“Sure he is,” I muttered jealously. While I believed Rick’s interests were entirely of a sexual nature I still wanted to check out the new club. We poured ourselves another drink as the Popular Mechanix rushed onto the stage and began to play a polished, aggressive blend of new wave. They were good but I liked Lowlife better.


“Let’s go to The Spud Club,” I suggested.


We left the art gallery and walked to the club on Kennedy Street. The doorman bore no small resemblance to a blonde punk Frankenstein. He looked us over suspiciously.


“You guys members?” he asked.


“We’re guests of Rick’s,” Rita told him.


Frankie frowned dubiously at my long hair but let us pass. I looked as if I would be more at home at the Plaza Hotel, a haven for slimebag rockers. Our eyes adapted slowly to the dark smoky interior as robotic new wave poured from the speakers. Smoke filled the air and a hundred conversations buzzed. The place seemed to be run by punk rockers.


Through the pot haze I could make out the small knots of people responsible for this eerie scenario. Sporting black leather jackets, pointy black boots, and studded accessories, they looked like forlorn rejects from a Russ Meyer movie. Some of the males even wore eye shadow. I wasn’t too wild about the makeup but I dug the leather and chains look. My own clothes suddenly embarrassed me, as I realized I was the only person in the room with bellbottoms and long hair. Last year I had cut my hair short but, sadly, it had grown out again. I’d never been particularly fashion conscious but suddenly I felt out of place. These people seemed so cool and daring with their bold, new look. I wanted to be part of this but had never belonged to anything but the Sick Crew, who dressed like hobos.


“Hey, glad you could make it!” said Rick, appearing from out of the fog. I noticed again that Rita was the sole object of his attention. He didn’t even notice Reggie or me.


“Hi!” said Rita.


Rick and Rita began a long conversation that excluded all others. Bored, and more than a little jealous, I wandered the club. To my surprise, I spotted a classmate from my horrid schooldays in Windsor Park. An inflammable beanpole with puffy bleached blond hair, Ed Arbuckle favoured skintight trousers and puffy white shirts with big purple polka dots. Despite his radical manner of dress, the majority of the male students accepted him and girls thought he was hot. Truly, Ed’s androgynous, alien look was brighter than a solar flare and it seared the eyeballs something horrible just to look at the guy.


“Arbuckle!” I said. “Howzit goin?”


My ex-classmate did a double take. “Dirk! How the fuck are ya! What the fuck are you doing here?”


I winced. The jocks at Pierre Radisson High School had nicknamed me “Dirk” after some less-than-stellar hockey player. Since I knew they meant the name in a mean spirited sort of way I was less than happy to hear it again.


“That’s Chris,” I corrected, offering my hand hesitantly. It seemed impossible that anyone cool could have survived Windsor Park. How had he done it?


“I didn’t know you were into punk rock!” said Arbuckle, giving my hand a quick shake. His eyes were a network of red veins and wine slopped unnoticed from the edge of his mug. A very pretty dark-skinned girl on his arm giggled for reasons apparent only to her. Dressing like a freak had its perks, a lesson that was not lost on me.


I was about to say something stupid when the band in the corner blasted into life. The frontman was a dead ringer for Joey Ramone, but he didn’t sound like him. He bleated like a wounded wildebeest and I kept waiting for a cane with a long handle to yank his skinny ass off the stage. Even by punk standards it was fucking horrible. The fans, however, were drunk enough to dance and they jumped about madly, spilling drinks and having a grand time. I wanted to have fun too, but still hadn’t consumed enough booze to let go of my inhibitions. Rita appeared at my elbow looking beautiful and slightly drunk. It was too loud to talk, so we just stood there and soaked up the scene. There were other, more wildly dressed girls at The Spud Club, but none, with the possible exception of Arbuckle’s date, could hold a candle to Rita. I could hardly believe my luck. How had I managed to fool this girl?


But life wasn’t quite that simple. When I phoned Rita a few days later to try to make another date she sounded hurried and excited. “Hi, Chris, I was gonna call you today.”


“Why, what’s going on?” Maybe she was going to ask me out again.


“I’m going to Costa Rica tomorrow with Reggie. I just wanted to say goodbye.”


“Costa Rica? When are you coming back?” My heart fell to the floor and I stepped on it.


“Probably in a few months. I’ve got a few bucks saved up, and things are cheap there. I’ll send you a postcard.”


“Oh well, I better not keep you then. Call me when you get back?” I hung up the telephone before she had a chance to detect the heartbreak in my voice.


I fell into a black funk after Rita left. My fear and hatred of the world returned full force. Now was the time for change. I went to the barbershop and instructed him to chop off all my hair. The barber seemed surprised but was happy to comply. When he finished I examined myself in the mirror. My hair was a little too even but at least it was short. When I needed another haircut, I’d do it myself. Next stop was the thrift store. My first purchase was a pair of scuffed, black combat boots, followed by a pair of stretchy black pants, narrow at the ankles, with zippers. Then I bought some ugly T-shirts: My favourite was snot yellow with a puke green collar. Lastly, I bought a $3.00 suit jacket. Total cost: $20.00. I took my stuff home in a bag and got to work.


First, I cut off the left sleeve of the jacket at the elbow and re-attached it with safety pins, adding several razor blades for good measure. Then I made several buttons by covering old campaign buttons with letters cut from magazines. One said “Support Lowlife” while another said “Get Stuffed.” Then I put on the stretchy pants. They were baggy in the crotch but tapered tightly to zippered ankles. They were so outlandish that I couldn’t imagine anyone but a punk rocker wearing them. I held the trousers up with a length of chain fastened by a padlock, and hung my keys on another chain. So far so good.


Donning my ugly yellow shirt and putting on the jacket, I spiked my hair with soap and looked in the mirror. I barely recognized myself and was afraid to go outside but wanted some beer badly. Flinging open the door I stepped boldly onto the street. This was the moment of truth. Sure enough, I hadn’t taken more than ten steps before a car full of idiots slowed down and shouted to me from the window.


“Hey! Ya fuckin’ homo! Where the hell are you from?”


I shot them the finger then took it on the lam. After all, why celebrate my new look with a beating?
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I saw in the newspaper that 999 would be playing Winnipeg. Nothing would stop me from missing the show and, as the day grew nearer, my anticipation and anxiety increased. I hadn’t mingled with any punk rockers since adopting the look and wondered if they would accept me as one of their own or beat me to a pulp. I certainly hadn’t been welcomed by anyone else. Rockers, rednecks, jocks, and construction workers—they were all out to get me.


Discrimination was nothing new; kids had ganged up on me for one reason or another all through my childhood. The difference this time was that I had deliberately made myself a target. I had grown a lot since then and promised myself I would fight back the first time that I wasn’t outnumbered. I was sick and tired of getting pushed around. It was time to push back.


On the night of the show I added one more item to my ensemble: a studded dog collar. After spiking up my hair and downing a couple of fast beers I headed to the Native Club on River Avenue. I paid four bucks and went in. Many people were already there, and most of them I remembered from The Spud Club. Elvis Costello blasted from the rented PA and cigarette smoke filled the air. A sexy little punkette in a ripped black dress and fishnet stockings stumbled up.
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