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1. Brian

Was my cousin.
A writer and artist. “If you want to get at the truth, you must
lie. The truth is like a black hole. You can only tell if it exists
by the affect it has on others. Lies on the other hand are right
there in front of you. Its part of the social contract.”

Brian was a
force in the literary community whatever that means.

“He hated the
art scene. Balloons is all they are, he once told me. But he loved
the women. Especially Gretchen, the poet. She slept with a handgun
under her pillow. I asked Brian to read some of my work.

“You're too
fond of Eliot,” he summarized.

Brian was tall.
You couldn't tell that when he was sitting in his wheelchair. But
on occasion he would hoist himself up and lean on a wall. Six feet
five inches. And handsome. Played with Bobby Orr when they were
both young teenagers. But the accident ended all those dreams for
Brian.

“Don't trust
anyone who thinks he's wise or perceptive. I've listened to these
sages since I was in rehab. You can still make something out of
your life, they say. I didn't want to make something out of my life
before the accident. You think I want to start now.”

In his teens
Brian had been in and out of trouble. Mostly for drunkenness and
acts of vandalism. Girls always like him. Were drawn to his
magnetism and his smile.

I'd heard about
Brian through my parents. My mother was very fond of him. She liked
young men who were fearless. They made her laugh.

Brian and I
hadn't seen each other since we were teenagers. Met at George Brown
Community College. I was taking a course in typesetting. He was
studying illustration. This was years after that day in November
when he and a bunch of friends had gotten drunk. He'd gotten in the
back seat. The only one not to do up their seat belt. No one else
had a scratch on them when they hit the fire hydrant. Since then
he'd gotten married, then divorced.

“So why do you
want to make this person disappear?” Brian asked.

“Its too
awkward to talk about,” I replied.

“Well, I'd take
them fishing. And come home alone. Let's go shoot some pool. We can
make up for lost time.”

“Maybe another
time,” I said.

There was no
other time. Weeks later I heard that Brian had choked to death.
After a night of drinking.
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2. Barkley

Barkley was a
high school principal. He hated his wife. “She's a cunt,” he'd say
behind closed doors. I was doing supply teaching and had been asked
to come to Barkley's school several times. We'd become chummy.
Barkley couldn't trust anyone on staff with his rants so I indulged
him.

I suggested
divorce. Its a Catholic system, he reminded me. “Besides she'd have
my balls if I tried to leave her. Maybe I should murder her. Take
up to the cottage and lose her in the woods.”

I got to know
several of the staff at the school, and they invited me to play
pickup hockey with them. Barkley played. He wore sunglasses on the
ice.

“The fucken ice
hurts my eyes,” he explained.

Barkley also
went to a hockey school to improve his skills. “You've got to work
on your skills,” he said. “Anyway it gets me away from the
'bitch'.”

Barkley was a
man with obvious deep veins of anger. He was a wimp. Everyone at
the school took advantage of him. His secretary called him 'the
wimp'. To his face. The caretaker used to give him lists of jobs
that had to be done around the school. Barkley would hire outsiders
for the work and pay from his own pocket.

There was a
retirement party.

One of the
staff who everyone detested was leaving. It was time to celebrate.
I was asked to attend. It was held at a local pool hall. There were
dozens of teachers and their mates.

I was talking
to some of the fellows I played hockey with when I noticed a
beautiful blonde walk in. The guys I was with noticed that she had
attracted my attention. It was Barkley's wife. They encouraged me
to go speak to her.

By the time I
got across the room she already had a glass of wine in her hand. I
introduced myself.

“I'm a friend
of Barkley,” I said.

She looked at
me. “Where is the prick?”


[image: tmp_b81d6099d413168395410e721346268b_gm3c0P_html_mea7a294.jpg]







3. Wim

He took a girl
from the local Beckers out for a drink. He took her home. Took her
into his bedroom. She said no several times. But Wim was drunk. She
gave in.

Wim said she
was sweet. But he looked contrite. There would be no second
date.

Wim slept with
most of the waitresses at Egertons. A bar next to Ryerson College.
They said he was charming. He dressed in safari outfits. Like he
was going to shoot wildlife. There was always a drink in his hand
and a smile on his face. He called himself a serial fucker.

Most of the
money he earned, he spent. Or gave away to people. He would have
huge parties, do all the cooking himself. There were party hats.
Free booze.

And then things
started to dry up. He needed money. Started smuggling drugs across
borders. On airplanes. In suitcases. Beverage containers. Toys and
souvenirs.

He told me he
was always scared to death.

Stayed over at
my place one night after binge drinking. Woke up screaming and
waving a gun.

“I'll kill the
fuckers,” he screamed.

He met a
beautiful young stewardess on one flight. She'd been in a serious
car accident. There were scars on her legs and back. She never
asked him what he did for a living.

He married
her.

They bought a
house in London. Started arguing. They divorced. He gave her the
house.

I was talking
to him on the phone. Told me he needed to make one big score. One
more big score and everything would be fine. And then the
conversation abruptly ended.
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4. Morris and
Paul

Morris showed
up at this desk in the Ministry of Government and Consumer Services
at a quarter to nine, took off his jacket, opened The Globe and
Mail and began to do the crossword puzzle. This would continue
through his coffee break and into his lunch hour.

Morris was a
small neat man, built somewhat like Peter Lorre, with a small black
toupee and grey pasty skin.

Paul arrived at
the office a few minutes after nine. Paul was a tall version of W.
C. Fields. He removed his jack and took a seat at his desk. He
threw one of his long legs over the other, took a toothpick out of
his shirt pocket and began to pick his teeth.

I was a file
clerk.

“What's you
doing there, Maurice.” Paul asked. He knew what Morris was doing.
Morris did the same thing everyday. But it pleased Paul to ask. And
he called Morris, Maurice, for the same reason.

“What's a six
letter word for enthusiasm?” Morris asked.

“A six letter
word...” Paul pondered. “Vivacity.”

“That's eight
letters,” Morris replied.

“Take a couple
of letters out,” Paul responded, then added, “I think I might go
out to lunch today. Something Mexican. Would you like to go,
Maurice?”

“I brought a
lunch,” Morris responded.

“How about
Chinese, then,” Paul replied.

“I have a tuna
fish sandwich,” Morris exclaimed.

“Tuna fish...
eh. Who made it for you?”

“My
mother.”

Paul thought
about that for a moment. He knew that Morris's mother had made the
sandwich.

“I'm thinking
of growing a moustache,” he said.
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5. Cathy

Cathy was
vivacious, outgoing, funny, smart, and crude. She loved to tease
men. Would lean over your desk with a low cut blouse just to see
you blush. She was a stripper. Three colour. In a print shop.

I was a
typesetter.

We hit it off
from the first day.

She listed her
vibrators for me. They all had nicknames, like Shaggy, and Igor,
and Sam the Record Man.

Everyday she
flirted with the coffee break driver, Bruce. As soon as Bruce
beeped his horn she'd be out there batting her eyelids. After
awhile Bruce begged her to give him a break. He said he had heart
problems. A wife

Cathy told me
that she'd had little luck with men. They'd be so attentive at the
beginning. Everyonoe loved her rack. But, inevitably they'd treat
her badly.

“Men don't like
it when you tell them you like sex. With practically anyone.”

“You're one of
those guys who's in love with his wife,” she said to me. It sounded
like an accusation.

“Well,
I...”

“Don't
apologize. Men are always apologizing to me. Right till they walk
out the door.”

Cathy had a
boyfriend named Leonard. She said he was the nicest guy she'd ever
gone out with. That he'd do almost anything for her. They'd known
each other since elementary school. He wanted to get married. She
wasn't sure.

Leonard was
overweight.

“I can hardly
see his penis because of his big gut. I'd like to see the
penis.”

And then there
was love.

“I don't want
to be just loved. I want to be adored. Is that too much to
ask.”
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6. Owen

Owen had a
beautiful mind. And a big mouth. He had a lot of opinions which he
felt free to exchange with others. Owen was a funny guy. And he was
black.

In the early
1970s he was one of the chief organizers of civil rights activities
in Windsor, Ontario and on the school campus at the University of
Windsor.

Owen told me
once that he didn't think any of our daily activities were real.
The only thing real was when we were involved in something greater
than ourselves.

Owen was known
to the Windsor Police. One day over a beer he told me what had
happened to him the previous summer. He was involved in a minor
traffic accident. At the meeting of the two main streets in the
city. Owen's two kids were in the back seat of his car. After
checking to see if they were okay he got out of the car to talk to
the other driver.

It was just
after noon.

The cops showed
up. One car and then two more. They grabbed Owen, threw him to the
ground and started to beat on him. When they were finished they
drove off.

The driver of
the other car came over to help Owen to his feet. A cracked
rib.

The worst part,
Owen said, was knowing his kids were in his car. They had seen it
all.

Did you call
the television station or the newspaper, I asked.

Owen looked at
me and took a long sip of beer.

“You think that
was the first time. One day those mother fuckers will kill me. And
get away with it.”
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7. Cheryl

I met Jim in
the middle of the Ambassador Bridge that spans the Detroit River
and joins Detroit and Windsor, America and Canada. It was a
demonstration against the war in Vietnam. Jim had been one of the
organizers on the Canadian side. He was as pale as a ghost.

“I just have
this awful urge to jump off the bridge,” he said.

“Despair about
the war,” I asked.

“Fear of
heights,” he said.

Jim had a
beautiful girl named Cheryl. She looked like a cherry. Bright smile
and round black hairdo. I gave her a lift home on my motorcyle one
evening from a meeting. We had been discussing American foreign
policy.

When she got
off the bike she asked if I wanted to come up for a cup of
coffee.

I declined.

Thirty years
later I met Jim at a company Christmas party. My wife worked for a
large accounting agency. Jim, to my surprise, had become an
accountant. He had risen to the position of a partner in the firm.
Him and hundreds of others. I kept looking at Cheryl who was
sitting across the table from me. She was Jim's wife now. She
looked the same as she had when we were in college. As the evening
progressed I found myself at the table, alone, except for Cheryl.
She moved over to the chair next me.

“It's been a
long time,” I said.

“I wasn't
coming on to you,” she said.

“Excuse me.” I
was flustered.

“When you gave
me that ride on your motorcycle. And I asked you up for a coffee. I
wasn't coming on to you.”
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8. Parker

Parker always
wore a plaid shirt, neatly tucked into his jeans with a clean brown
belt. He was about sixty years old although he could have been
younger. The years had not worn well on him. He was shaven but not
closely shaven. I first met him unpacking boxes of books for a
distributor on King Street.

Parker had
terrible body odor. It saddens me to say that it gave me a bad
impression of him. Especially as I learned over the years what a
kind and beautiful human being he was.

The Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation lured him into performing in many of their
drama presentations. He always played the drunk, the homeless
person, the down and outer.

“Don't really
enjoy doing it,” he said, “But what are you going to do. And I
always end up dead. Or close to it.”

“Life is good,
don't you think,” he would say to me every time we met. I hadn't
seen him for some time when we bumped into each other on Queen
Street.

“What have you
been up to?” I asked.

Doorman at the
Bull Tavern. He expanded. “I have to protect the whores from
violent customers. You can't believe what those poor girls have to
put up with.” It seemed like a dangerous job to me.

“They asked me
to do it,” he explained with a shrug.

About six
months later I saw the report in the paper. Doorman beaten to death
by unknown thugs. They interviewed countless people from the
neighbourhood. None had a bad thing to say about Parker. I walked
over to the Bull Tavern, the site of his murder. There was a shrine
of flowers against the wall of the hotel. “We'll miss you, Parker.”
one note said.

A heavy set
woman heavily made up sipped at a bottle she kept in a brown paper
bag.

“He was like
Jesus to us on the street,” she said.
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9. Groucho

Never woke up
without a smile on his face. His girlfriend, a stripper from the
Elk Seat Lounge, said he laughed in his sleep. I asked her if she
was getting married. Yes, she said, but not to Groucho. He's too
demanding.

“I'm tired of
proof reading his shit.”

Groucho was
part of the art scene. Poetry
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