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Don’t Fall Asleep.


 


Don't fall asleep. My buddy's dad had the '66 Cadillac, with
the four doors and the 512 cubic inch engine up front. Bob borrowed
it one night, and we grabbed a six-pack of Brador or something. A
malt liquor, 6.6 % alcohol, which was more than sufficient for a
couple of sixteen, seventeen year-olds. We headed out of town, on
paved roads all the way, which was better than giving it a wash
when we got home. At some point, Bob let me drive it. Coming home,
we headed north out of Wallaceburg, eleven o'clock at night, on
Kimball Road.

That's 80 or 90 kilometres per hour these days...at least for
me. I took her up. I took her up all right, she's floating along
like a cloud, with that soft suspension and the long wheelbase. I
had her at a hundred and ten miles per hour when poor old Bob woke
up on the passenger side, so I had to let off on the throttle and
bring it on into town at a more reasonable speed. I feel kind of
sorry for Bob—even more so for his dad, who had to pay the bill,
but within a very short time, a day or two later, the thing was
knocking and sputtering. I don't know if we burnt a valve or spun a
bearing, but that was pretty much it for what had once been a
pretty nice car.

Fuck, I wanted to drive Formula One, something awful it seems
looking back. Which would almost be safer on some level, much more
professional than a couple of kids in daddy's car...some of us were
just plain dangerous. Quite frankly, it affected my judgement
sometimes.

 


***

 


Okay, let’s say we were thinking of writing our criminal
memoirs. One, you’re talking about your friends here, and two, now
you have to think up a whole bunch of fake names, for people who
were often known by nicknames and various handles to begin with.
Some of those names are pretty colourful. It’s not like they read
books anyways. And I can use a fake name of my own. And where would
I start? At the beginning I suppose.

 


***

 


My first scam was the old Puss ‘N Boots free roll of film
scam. This was a popular brand of tinned cat food at the time, late
sixties, or the early seventies at the latest. I would have been
eleven in 1970. If you cut on the dotted line, and peeled off the
paper label, there was a coupon. You filled that in, mailed it to
the company, and you would receive a free roll of colour film in
the format of your choice, whether it be 120, 126 cartridge, or
35-mm format. Limit one per family or household, and of course here
is where the scam comes in. I sent in at least three coupons, also
borrowing stamps and envelopes from my mother’s stash. Stamps cost
money you know. There comes a time when they go to pay the bills
and there are no envelopes, no stamps and of course they sort of
wonder where all that went. Right up until the point when you, a
nine or ten or eleven year-old kid; gets a mysterious package in
the mail and you sort of come home from school one day to find they
simply could not help themselves. They had no choice but to open up
that fucking package…and now they’re starting to catch
on.

Then they get two or three more, but by now they know it’s
just a roll of film, and oh, yes, you’ve borrowed dad’s Baby
Brownie from the 1950s and also, your brother and sister and the
kid next door and the family down the street and your buddy Willy
three blocks away are getting free rolls of film in the mail, and
while mom and dad are sort of appalled at the thought of all those
rolls of film, and firecrackers, and model planes and rockets and
small explosions going off in the backyard, they are also sort of
marvelling at your enterprise and quite frankly, your imagination.
This is what you get for having a cat, and of course they have to
eat pretty regular and stuff like that.

The cat, I mean—

Also, you want to be a photographer someday and you can
always take over camera duties on Christmas day, right. As I
recall, that was the year my folks made the serious tactical and
strategic error of giving me a cheap-ass Kodak Instamatic
126-cartridge camera, complete with a couple more fucking packs of
film and those all-important flash bulbs. Which you can short out
with a bit of metal across the electrodes, or even just use an
empty camera to send short, brilliant light signals across Germain
Park in the middle of the night, (when you really should have been
in bed or doing your homework); assuming one of your friends’
parents have been thoughtful enough to give them such a camera for
Christmas as well…

Right?

This is the really weird thing: I still had a couple of dozen
rolls of exposed but undeveloped film fifteen years later. In an
ironic twist, a company called Scot Photo would spam the mailbox
with envelopes advertising their mail-order film processing
service. All you had to do was to fill out a form, calculate that
you were putting in two rolls of film, tax and postage, stick in
the rolls of film. Write a cheque, hopefully keeping a minimum
balance in the chequing account in the back of your mind. Mail that
off, (hopefully, not stealing all your parents’ stamps), and sooner
or later your developed negatives and colour prints would show up
on your doorstep.

Most of it turned out to be shit, of course, but for five or
six bucks it was kind of fun to see what was on there, little army
tanks and model planes blowing up, G.I. Joe on fire, and all that
sort of thing.



***

 


So there you are, ladies and gentlemen, when sometime later,
(after all of this logical progression of events), ah, you find
yourself laying on a sheet of plywood, up in the rafters of my old
man’s garage, sheets we picked up out of a local park, after some
guy got drunk, stole a Datsun 240-Z and took it through Germain
Park, yet forgetting the sort of green plywood enclosure for
lacrosse of all things, thereby smashing through it and tossing
bits and pieces all over, and trying to get a good picture as your
buddy snipes at plastic model ships with a .177 calibre pellet
rifle. Someday, I will tell you all about filling them model ships
up with fireworks, solid stuff from model rocket engines, Christmas
bulbs filled with with gasoline and firing pins and the powder from
dismantled shotgun shells and how, ah…Bob, (not his real name), lit
that up, and how the battleship Yamato went up with a series of big
bangs as we sort of sheltered in my 1969 Austin Mini, which I
bought for $50.00, dragging it up and out from the weeds behind H
& S Sports Cars, which was on the corner of Ontario Street and
Russell, (I think). As I recall, Bob made the mistake of getting
out of the car, where we were at least behind glass. Something blew
up in one of the burning ships. He got a chunk of brass in the
upper eyelid and what with blood and stuff coming down, he figured
it was time to go home…

The Hood, the Bismarck and the Rodney didn’t fare much better, looking back through the mists of
time. I remember, we opened up the garage door and this big black
cloud came out.

His mother must have asked a few pointed questions that day.
As for the car, my old man and I dragged it home on the end of a
rope, one end of which was attached to his old Volvo and the other
end attached to me and that Mini. I was only fifteen, and I suppose
we putted along about twenty miles an hour on back
streets…

I’ve been towed once or twice since then, to be honest with
you.

He (Willy, not his real name), once shot some Chinese girl in
a plastic raincoat, right in the ass with that thing. The range was
short, and we figured the pellet went right through the raincoat.
She swatted at her ass and turned to look, right. The front room in
his folks’ place had these really old-fashioned windows, where
there were three holes drilled along the bottom for ventilation,
and a hinged wooden bar you lifted to let a little air in. There
wasn’t even a fucking screen. He fired the shot, and dropped the
stick, and we crouched there, giggling like schoolboys, which we
were at the time.

I swear to God, that place must have been built by a
Newfie.

Willy blew me up one day. He called, and he said,
‘come on over’. He was
out in the garage, one of our hangouts. Yes, back then, you weren’t
nothing if you didn’t have a garage to hang out in. I get off my
bike, and he’s watching, literally timing it from the time of his
call. He hits a little switch, a little electrical model rocket
engine igniter goes off, and about three rocket engines, all taken
apart and just powder and chunks of propellant, goes off right
between my feet, right in front of the side door of his garage. I
was wearing shorts, I had a few singed leg hairs but nothing real
serious. Willy, of course, was laughing hysterically, as one might
imagine. It’s like a magician on stage, with a bit of a flash, a
bit of a bang, and big puff of smoke. Truth was, I was
impressed.

You know me: I had to phone my brother straight away. I told
him to get on over to Willy’s place.

I couldn’t really talk on the phone, but there was something
he just had to see.

He blowed up real good, too.

Okay, so my buddy had a phone in the garage. He wired that
himself, poking the wire out through the same hole as the power
supply—the garage did have overhead lighting. The phone was twelve
volts, and he simply tied in the little bell wire to the home
hookup. His mother knew enough to call their own number, listen for
a couple of clicks, hang up, and the phone would ring. They would
both pick up. She would tell him to get inside for dinner. Also, he
could call out, and if the phone rang and it was for him, and if
she picked up, he’d just tell her and she’d hang up again. Just one
of those details…but he and a neighbour, just around the corner,
had hung wires on the tops of the fences. Their backyards didn’t
even adjoin, but he and this Rob guy had their own little private
phone system and it was simple enough when you think about
it.

What an ingenious little fucker that Willy was.

 


 



The Great Filter Queen Caper.

 


 


All the names in this story have been changed, to protect the
guilty as well as the innocent. These are real people, many of whom
have been apprehended over the course of time, been charged,
convicted, sentenced and incarcerated, presumably paying some
penalty for their crimes. In those cases, they have paid their debt
to society, which of course leaves out the fact that they really
only got popped for about one in a thousand of their petty little
crimes—and some not so petty.

People also have the right to forget, and to be forgotten. We
also have the right to forgive, to forget, and maybe move forward
and make something more positive out of the shambles of our lives.
The statute of limitations has run out long ago, and some of us, at
least, finally did grow up.

So much for the disclaimer.

 


***

 


McNuggets was a thief, a con-man, and a fraud artist. Like
many a fraud, he was personable enough. Good looks, a good brain, a
bit of charm was very useful in his line of work.

Poor old McNuggets was on the prowl one day, whether on foot
or on a bicycle is unknown. One of his little specialties was theft
from automobiles. Back in the day, not every vehicle had an onboard
security system. A bent coat hanger was enough to enter most locked
vehicles. I’ve done it myself, when I locked my keys in the car.
Some of these guys had plenty of practice. In the occasional case,
where a vehicle had an alarm system, when the blaring horn went
off, thieves either grabbed what they could—what they could see, or
they would just take off at a dead run, or, as often as not, grab
the bike and try and cover as much ground as possible. A wallet
sitting in the console, or a woman who leaves her purse in the car
while she just ran into the store for a minute, were bread and
butter to these guys.

On this particular occasion, McNuggets found a set of keys
laying on the ground, behind a commercial building. Someone had
dropped their keys. A fairly bright guy, McNuggets stopped and
picked them up. Two keys were from a Ford automobile, there were
house and other keys on there as well. With a bit of traffic coming
and going, McNuggets pocketed the keys and kept going. Back then,
he would have been thinking about breaking and entering as much as
anything else. The problem with the house would be to find out
where it was. The problem with a business, would be to unlock and
then kill the alarm within a very short time-frame. I’m sure he
would have thought all of that. Yes, McNuggets had a very good, if
slightly-criminal, brain.

He came back later, possibly even days later. It was dark
this time, not broad daylight.

And there it sat.

This was a medium blue, Ford Taurus station wagon, off the
street, behind the building, and it was locked. He could see boxes
in the back of the vehicle, which had the rear seat folded flat.
Script on the sides of the boxes said Filter Queen and McNuggets had hit
the jackpot; if only he had a plan. One, very expensive
vacuum-cleaner would be a pretty good score. Sure enough, one key
fit the lock. If he had a bike, he might have just abandoned it,
but he was most likely on foot—he had a set of car keys after all.
He had to decide, and fairly quickly. Carrying a big Filter Queen
box down the street wasn’t a real bright idea.

He wasn’t really known as a car thief, and one wonders if he
even had any contacts for the disposal of such a vehicle, probably
not in my opinion. He would have gone straight there. Otherwise,
one has to hide a stolen car, and you really can’t do that at your
folk’s house. You don’t want to park that in front of the
girlfriend’s either. So, knowing the salesman or manager must be in
the building, he hops in, fires her up and gets the machine out of
there with a minimum of fuss and bother.

His problems were not over. He only has so much time. He
grabs one vacuum cleaner, an upright or something fairly light and
portable. Parking on a side-street, half a block or more away, he
sells it to a buddy for a hundred bucks and a gram of coke. Or
whatever. When he comes out, there’s no one around and the car is
still sitting there. It’s a dark night. And in a move of sheer,
fucking brilliance, he takes it to the Bluewater Health parking
lot. He pulls up to the drop-bar, pushes the button, and gets a
little ticket to put on the dashboard of the vehicle. The bar
raises, and he drives on in. He locks her up, takes the keys and
walks away.

Once he has a little time to think about it, he gets
spooked—he’s done time before, and this is grand theft auto. And he
never goes back. What he did do, which is typical for these guys,
was to tell someone about it. That’s a funny thing about cocaine—a
couple little tokes on the crack pipe and you’re paranoid as all
fucking hell.

 


***

 


So, this is where I come in. Swimmy, calls me up. We hung out
back then. Swimmy had a good source of red and black Lebanese hash.
We went back years.

And he had this idea. What he did not have was a car. You can
probably see where this is going. All I had to do was to pick him
up and drive him. Let him out, where he is just one of many people,
coming and going from the hospital. Right during visiting hours,
right? He opens the Ford with a coat hanger, grabs a vacuum, locks
her up again, chucks it into the trunk, very large and capacious,
of my old man’s Volvo. Off we go to sell the vacuum to his
brother-in-law or somebody. Swimmy had clearly been doing a bit of
fast-talking of his own. With free parking for two hours, it didn’t
cost me a cent to go in, park, and wait three minutes. You could
unlock the trunk but leave it closed. Swimmy was quick, I will give
him that. Take a quick look and head for the exit. No one gave us a
second glance, but then everyone has their own problems.

Bad as that sounds, even stupid, really, we actually went
back two or three times. There were a hell of a lot of vacuum
cleaners in that Taurus. My mother had one of the floor type
models, (some of those guys had some high-pressure sales tactics),
and while it had a lifetime warranty, the price of a Filter Queen
was astronomical.

One day the Taurus was gone, and the party was
over.

And that, was the great Filter Queen caper of somewhere in
the late eighties or early nineties.

 


***

 


One of the issues with smoking pot back then, was that you
had to go to a criminal to get it. Some of those guys worked harder
at not working than they ever did at working at anything useful, or
anything that might represent something with a future. Some of them
were real wheelers and dealers.

McNuggets, oddly enough, had a trade, one which he’d learned
in jail. It took some time to learn that you simply cannot maintain
a household on the proceeds of petty crime. Some of them guys never
learned it, and some of them are either dead, missing, or doing
hard time for something somewhere.

That’s their problem, as far as I am concerned.

Interestingly, more than one of them eventually realized that
you could just leave the $28.97 in cash in a wallet or purse. Why
not take an exclusive credit card, American Express, Diner’s Club
or something, one the victim did not use every day? And what about
this tiny slip of paper, with four digits written on it, and gee, I
wonder if that isn’t the PIN number for this here debit card. You
don’t have to go into the bank, just find a bank machine and give
it a try. With the cash still there, folks might not know they’d
been had for days—and by then, it would be too late.

This is when guys like McNuggets learned to dress well but
casual, shave, be polite, say yes, sir, no, sir, and thank you,
Ma’am. This is when they learned to lease a car with one stolen
credit card and then head two or three hundred kilometres up the
road and do some real shopping with a handful, literally a handful,
of stolen credit cards under different names. Back then you had to
sign a slip. Human nature being what it is, retail staff virtually
never looked at the signature. A sale is a sale, as the salesmen
say. It was no skin off their nose.

What with food, booze, cocaine, pot, anything they wanted,
really, I reckon McNuggets and one or two others (there is nothing
like teamwork, eh), burned through several hundred thousand dollars
in a year. Sheer madness, when you realize all the money that went
through their hands and yet they never had a fucking thing to show
for it. It was a little too easy come, and a little too easy, go.
They’d make the most amazing score, and yet two days later, they
didn’t have a pot to piss in.

And it was only a matter of time, before there came the knock
at the door and sure enough, they’re looking at another bit of time
in the county bucket, or a provincial or federal prison.

To be a bug on the wall, and to just listen to the
conversation was interesting as all hell, possibly even
educational.

That’s not to say that I have an excuse, because I don’t. I
was just young, ladies and gentlemen. And maybe just a little bit
desperate.

For someone who wanted to write, even back then, it really
was fascinating.

 


 


 Escape and Evasion.

 


 


Escape and evasion. People run from the police all the time.
Sometimes they’re on foot, sometimes in a vehicle. I’ve known guys
who made life so hot for themselves in their own home town, in that
they have literally pulled up roots or tent-pegs and moved to
another town. Some of them went out west; where inevitably, almost
invariably, they just kept on keeping on.

This would have predictable results, and in fact, in order to
escape the immediate consequences in British Columbia, for example,
they hopped a bus or even hitch-hiked back home, where at least
they had friends and family. They could rely on a hot meal and a
bed for the night. Two or three years have gone by, and for the
most part, the cops have forgotten all about them—however temporary
a state of affairs that might be.

However futile it must ultimately turn out to be.

And it was only a matter of time before they got picked up
again. Even then, old charges might simply be ignored. The Crown
would have a much better chance of a conviction for something you
had just done the day before—that’s especially true if they caught
you with dope, stolen property, somebody else’s ID or wallet or
purse or bank card, whatever…witnesses, documents, material
evidence. Security footage of you wheeling a fridge or something
out of a local department store, with the added touch of stealing
one of their heavy cargo carts as well.

It wasn’t always criminal stuff, although one wonders why any
driver, any motorcycle rider would try and get away from a simple
traffic stop. One must assume drugs, alcohol, perhaps an
outstanding warrant. Perhaps the license is out of date, perhaps
they don’t have insurance. No insurance, that’s a $5,000.00 fine
here in Ontario.

Maybe they’re just crazy, in fact some of them undoubtedly
are.

 


***

 


One of my buddies and I were just kids, all of sixteen years
old. I had finally gotten my little Austin Mini on the road. I did
have a proper license. I had a proper license plate and I had six
months of insurance, which back then, for a new driver, was about
$680.00 for six months. How in the hell I scraped that much up back
then is a good question, but I did have a job, either at the grain
elevators, or mopping floors in a downtown bar at the
time.

We were out for a cruise, talking mostly about cars, girls
and cars. More girls…cars, motorbikes. Girls.

I don’t even recall why, or what it was about, probably
chirping the tires or speeding, or going around a corner too
fast—but the cops were on to us. We got into the side streets,
bounded by East Street, Exmouth Street, Indian Road and London
Road. It’s a grid, fairly irregular, and we were zig-zagging. We
were on Oxford Street, and we literally saw a cop car zooming south
down East Street as we crossed Lincoln Park. It was a dark and
overcast night, late autumn or early winter.

With a 1,000-cc engine and all of 38 horsepower, I knew I
couldn’t exactly outrun them. They were closing in. I kept on going
south, pulling up to a stop sign at the corner of Oxford Street and
London Road.

And it struck me—inspiration struck, ladies and gentlemen.
What I did, was to drive across London Road. I went up (or down),
someone’s driveway. The land slopes down into the park. Popping it
into second gear, snapping off the headlights, and I just kept
going. The cop must have gone through the intersection, east, west
or south. This house had no garage. There were trees and stuff, but
just enough light spilling from the house and the parks department
workshop off to our right about forty metres. This was home
territory, after all, and I knew there was no fence along the back
of the yard, either. My biggest worry was hitting someone out
walking the dog—which demonstrates just how reckless I was. I was
probably doing ten, twelve miles per hour, but even so. Even so. So
now, I’m out onto the grass of Germain Park. The little gravel
trails of the botanical gardens and the lights on the edges of the
park were the only sources of illumination. I could at least pick
out a few things in the gloom, nowadays, there’s quite the little
forest along in there.

I took the car past the tennis courts, across a strip of
grassy ground and right into the old man’s backyard. My buddy (who
shall remain nameless), hopped out, opened the garage door, and
cranking the steering wheel hard, I pulled into the garage. My
buddy closed the door and I shut her down.

We were standing inside the dark interior of the garage,
lights out, all is quiet, with the two of us looking out the little
rectangular garage windows…sure enough, right about then a cop car
goes zooming down Bright Street, from west to east, (right to left,
from our vantage point). Opening up the side door, we went to the
corner of the house, just in time to see brake lights flash, and
the cop car turned hard right onto Sycamore Street.

I imagine they probably were looking for us. What were they
after? Probably a speeding ticket, improper turn…signal lamp burnt
out? We were not drinking, we were not smoking dope. We weren’t
thieves and we weren’t wanted for anything.

We were just dumb, young, and immature, when you think about
it.

 


***

 


This story is almost funny. It was, strangely enough, one of
those little anecdotes, probably true, where so many years ago, I
originally thought of writing about criminals. It wasn’t going to
be about great bank or train robberies, or a daring art heist, or
taking down a casino or an armored car.

A buddy, whom I can’t even think of a suitable fake name for,
was walking down a street, not exactly downtown, but a few blocks
away. Call it the central city area. A police cruiser drives past
him, head-on sort of thing. A quick glance over the shoulder, and
he knows the cop-car has pulled into a driveway—and now it’s
backing out again. And poor old Buddy Two-Shoes has some paper on
him. He’s got a warrant, he’s missed his court date, and he’s in
violation of bail or parole, whatever. The conditions of release,
right.

The cop has recognized him on sight, and why not—they’d been
arresting him for years already. All kinds of stuff, over the
years.

He breaks into a run, the cop car has no problem whatsoever
of keeping up with him. The cop was probably on the radio—with one
officer in the cruiser, to stop, park, get out and run is not your
best option.

Let the guy run himself out…or let him go to ground and then
just circle with a bit of help from other officers.

And Two-Shoes knows he can’t run forever, he’s looking from
side to side. The blocks are small, and so are the odds, but he’s
looking for a fence he can hop, bounding away like a rabbit through
the backyards. It’s a long shot, but he knows he’s going away for a
while, for sure, and he just doesn’t care. I have no idea as to
whether he may have had some incriminating evidence of anything in
particular in his possession. He really didn’t need it, did
he—

And his eyes light up—he has it.

It’s like a miracle.

He sees a house, he knows the people. He turns hard left,
dashes across right in front of the cop car, (who slams on the
brakes, desperately trying not to kill the fucking suspect), up the
steps, right into the front door. He’s like a reindeer, dashing
through the snow, and he dashes right on out again through the back
door. And this time, at least for a while, he’s made his
escape.

The cop, right on his heels, in clear pursuit of a suspect,
has also dashed up those front steps and into that front door. Only
difference, on his way through—surely he must have at least glanced
into the kitchen, right? He’s looking for his suspect. He sees some
other young man he knows.

That other guy is at the kitchen table, he’s got himself a
set of triple-beam scales, and he’s cutting up a quarter pound of
Mexican or something into ounces, half-bags and quarters, with all
those little sandwich baggies of pot, all lined up in a row on the
kitchen table.

And if the cops can’t take the one, they’re not shy about
taking the other.

It also struck me, in terms of inspiration for this book, is
that it was pretty small-time stuff. It was like
The Trailer Park Boys. I
figured out, this one time, The Trailer
Park Boys was essentially not any form of
reality. It was satire. It was parody. More than anything, it
was The Three Stooges, on dope, ladies and gentlemen.

It was tragicomedy.

 


***

 


Just a couple more little quickies here, this chapter is
already long enough.

McNuggets was pounding on my back door one morning, pretty
early. Unlocking the door, he was all out of breath. He’d run all
the way across Germain Park. Pushing past me into my so-called
basement apartment, he told me the cops were after him, but he
didn’t think they were right on his heels. I locked it up right
quick on hearing that.

Studying the park out of the bathroom window, looking out the
kitchen window and the front window, bedroom windows on the east
side, all that sort of thing, there was nothing out of the
ordinary.

And, in a short time, we were back downstairs, rolling up a
joint, where he told me the story.

It seems he’d gone to his girlfriend’s place. Only problem,
he was under some sort
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