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      about this book


      These stories are diary shreds of young women who are in school but things happen anyway. Girls with their hearts open like agar petri dishes. The setting could be Toronto, Montreal, New Orleans, a gothic castle, or a bathtub. What people say matters. The girl might finally find someone she can talk to but falls asleep too soon. She will fall down taking the scenery with her. Stars are brought down into sugar containers and stirred into coffee. A couch is thrown out on the grass and you’re invited to have a seat.
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      on kitchen linoleum floor and such things
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      it fills the holes


      the edgewater hotel


      zoon & june & the sleepover guest


      roses are loud, violets are lewd


      the tubs


      the hero in the grass (or how she will see him tomorrow)


      lindsey and me on a party


      honeysuckle


      atlanta’s story
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      pajama jane


      Jane was on the vinyl couch in front of the TV most of the time, watching.


      All smooth and cool in her men’s silk pajamas. High school had ended a week before when Jim walked her to the curb.


      A mug sitting on her knee. Stale cookies around. And Jane dipping them into the hot liquid trying to give them back their soul.


      “She’s looking a bit pasty there by the TV set,” Christie’s thinking, her face caked with makeup under a lampshade. She always had to nag Jane to keep moving. To Christie, moving was like music.


      “You’re coming with me to the store,” Christine said. What she wanted to say was she didn’t want to walk alone any more than necessary. But here Jane was lagging close behind like a dog.


      Christie slipped into the gas station on the way. She had this rule about not shopping when you’re hungry. They couldn’t afford getting all the sugar cereals.


      Jane crouched down to the curb. There was no business being here without a car.


      Christie came out and handed her an egg sandwich. When Jane bit through it, there were bits of shell and chunks and it felt like eating haircurlers. Christie picked at hers but was watching the cars.


      The grocery clerk, Randy, just smiled inside at the familiar scene of Jane in her men’s pajamas flowing through the aisles of The Quick Fix, and Christie, in her sweet shop uniform, buzzing and freaking out after an eight hour shift because, after all this time, she still really didn’t know how to cook.


      Christie was thinking with her painted eyebrows projecting, “There’s Randy over there, putting price tags on juice cans.” She couldn’t resist running up to him, laying it on him thick in her best southern accent. “Oh Randy, now what am I going to do? I just can’t bear to face pasta again.” She threw her arms around him and pretended sobbing.


      Randy broke loose. Punched air. Kept the sticker gun pointed at Christie.


      Christie’s mascara ran in cracks along her face.


      “Well, Randy, now what about dinner then?” she said hoping he’d ignore the tears if she did.


      Randy stole a glance at Jane. He tossed her the sticker gun. Christie grabbed it from her and shot stop-sign neon red stickers all over her heart.


      “TV dinners, aisle three,” Randy said getting his gun back. Christie swung her shopping cart and lifted her rubber soles trying not to stick to the sappy floors. “The sticker guns punch the cereal boxes and that’s why there’s so much sugar dust on the bottom,” Jane was thinking under towering boxes.


      Christie, with her spider eyes, reminded Randy of girls who sucked out all his insides. “I am a shell,” he told himself. And then he thought of Jane curling up inside him. As Jane turned to follow, Randy felt the words fill his mouth: So long, Pajama Jane.


      Old aluminum tops from TV dinners were crinkled all over the hardwood floor. When Jane thought about moving across the room, she saw herself walking on mirrors. Christie putting lipstick on while they ate in slurping silence – that is, till Christie turned into a mouth.


      Jane watched Christie up on stage screaming, then closed her eyes. Christie sometimes crashed into a cymbal, and glittered stars spilled over into the next seconds.


      Jane woke up in darkness on the couch. She touched the ground with her feet, felt crumbs on the hardwood floor. “Christie, stay home tonight and we’ll bake cookies.” Christie was already gone.


      Christie pictures the tour bus pulling up to a road stop. Sees herself pocketing handfuls of sugar packets. Then on a table in the corner, Cliff is there and he’s looking at her, waiting for her to be a sugar rush.


      Christie said she’s leaving. Christie never hangs out in the green room hardly. She stays on the phone behind closed doors. She wants Jane’s book of images for lyrics. She asks for it sighing seductively in a doorway. One day, Jane buys a small notebook and stuffs it in her bra.


      Randy was in his basement shaking as he carried the phone. Jane took the receiver and put it to her ear.


      “Coffee?” he asked.


      “When?”


      “How about breakfast? Tomorrow morning?” Randy sensed her getting tense. “I could meet you at the place where Christie works.”


      He’s probably interested in Christie, Jane was thinking.


      He hung up before she could say anything.


      Jane let Christie tug her into the whole cookie-making process. Once in a while, Christie made Pillsbury Chocolate Chip Cookies as a treat and a half. There was so much hope in cookie dough. So much softness. And you could only hope it didn’t get too hard or burnt.


      Christie spooned the dough out onto a cookie sheet. Pushing down with half-polished nails on raw finger-tips. It wasn’t too long ago Jane was eating raw spoonfuls straight from the wrapper cramming for exams. Just to stay awake.


      Hands would grab Jane off the couch. Jim yelling out from the centre of the room. Keeping her up so many nights talking. How she wasn’t passionate enough. “Maybe you have a crush on that guy? Or him?” She tried to hold out under the waves of exhaustion. She felt twisted that she didn’t cry when he finally went home because she had swiped his pajamas, hadn’t she and worn them all the time.


      The old gas oven boomed every once in a while like a bass drum, like something exploding. Christie said reaching for a toothpick, “There’s a certain point when dough turns to cookie. When the toothpick slides in and out with no mess. And the timer has nothing to do with it.” Jane bent her head forward letting her hair fall so that it covered up most of her face.


      Jim’s fingers were reaching in and poking her. They thought this would loosen her up. She had wanted him. She really had. But it was all really painful and not working. Fat fingers, tight lid, kid poking eager, sugar eyes, tongue poised. Buds, water, and heat. Why weren’t her insides more like dough? But it was fighting back.


      All of Jane’s muscles cramped as Christie pulled the cookies out of the oven and waited about two seconds before eating them, all gooey and sticky fingers off the tray. And then Jane remembered that there was going to be eating involved on her breakfast date with Randy tomorrow which was going to be impossible.


      The last thing Jane wrote in her journal as she waited through her insomnia was, well, it was her trying to explain it to Christie: A journal is for your last thoughts before you hit the pavement slowly. Dragged together the next day like dragging together clouds.


      It was the next day.


      In the morning, Randy woke up in terror remembering that he asked Jane on a date. He wondered what to wear. Well, Jane’s going to be in PJs, so I better dress casual.


      Jane must be pretty easy going. She had walked around him a few times like smoke. Then Randy tried to figure out what he was doing asking her out in the first place. I’ll be casual.


      The phone ringing. It was Cliff.


      “Hey, are you up, Randy?”


      “Yeah. I’m finishing up a painting,” he said reaching for a cigarette. “How are things with Christie?”


      “We’re going touring soon . . . and there’s no room for Jane, so maybe I should get you to go by and feed Jane once in awhile. You know, water the plants.”


      Randy asked, the words coming out slowly, “What do you know about her?’


      “She’s the one who walks around in pajamas all the time. Jim thought that was attractive until he went out with her for a year and they never did it. A whole year! Can you imagine? He said they had the worst luck fooling around: posters falling, people calling. Can you imagine?”


      The sweet shop was still pretty empty when Jane stumbled in. He never said exactly what time to meet. Christie was sucking up as much coffee as she was making over by the counter. She’d rip open the sugar packets and hold them over the coffee pot.


      Jane slid down the thin aisle into one of the booths. She wished the place was more of a diner, with blinds on the windows and display cases filled with cherry pie. Her sister deserved to work in a place with more things to steal than just foil ashtrays kissed with cigarette burns. And she wanted it to be special with Randy too when he came. It was, after all, their first date.


      “Oh hi, Jane, honey, some weak coffee, maybe?” Christie said, coffee in one hand. She was already swirling away from Jane’s booth when the sound of waterfalls happened and a slop of coffee from Christie’s hand landed on the floor. “That is the sound of an overflowing toilet.”


      Jane wondered if Randy was going to show. She scanned the shop as if she were seven and looking for her older sister in the mall. Then Randy was taking Jane’s hand, leading her to a booth in the back corner by a big window view of shaking trees.


      Her hand turned into a glove the second Randy touched it.


      Randy got Jane to come visit him at his parents’ house. He led her down to his space in the basement and they sat on a couch there.


      Because of her pajama ways, Randy felt as if an uncomfortable one-night stand sex thing was over with, and they could chat and get on with the breakfast in bed thing, even though it was evening.


      Jane had to smile at Randy knocking over jars of paint that spilled out onto the carpet as he came and sat next to her, passing a long dresser with closed drawers.


      Then he ran to get them juice and cookies. “Dream food,” he mumbled.


      In the silky silence, Jane took her notebook out of her bra. She was scribbling:


      — Seeing you would brighten my day.


      He saw it and scribbled back:


      — Person who wears pajamas all the time confuses sleepers.


      A thin paper rip and he took the scrap bit saying, “I don’t have a scrapbook. I have a drawer.”


      Randy thought that if he was some sort of tough shell, then at least Jane slipped in some fortune.


      He leaned over and kissed her. She felt her back sinking into the couch. Was alarmed the couch was warm. Started drooping her eyes.


      She took in the dark woolly carpet, the baseboard heating, the streaks of paint, the damp back wall, until it wasn’t there. The ashes of his cigarette were coming down like gray stars.


      He kissed her again on the forehead. Then she was asleep.


      Randy’s first reaction was to panic. “What, is there really nothing there?” He held his head together with his hands, pacing all over the room. Deep down, there was something inside of him. Something very tangible: the thought that he liked someone more than they liked him.


      He fell into a chair by the couch and finally calmed down a little. Darkness then a blown kiss. Jane looked so calm and peaceful in her black and blue striped pajamas. He felt bad for his rash assessment, thinking, “Who knows what she’s been through with other guys? I mean, at least she trusts me enough to feel like she can rest with me, right?”


      He dimmed the overhead lights. Then, he lit a big candle and set up the canvas near her sleeping body so that he could feel the warmth coming from her. There she was, on the couch ready to be painted .... He felt like he was shoplifting as he lifted up the paintbrush; he splattered her cheek.


      She was in the green room on the couch and didn’t have to go out under the lights likes a dog under a gray star.


      Finally, Randy was done painting and he stood back as if there was a mattress behind him. He leaned over and blew out the wick.
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      three goth guys


      Three goth guys are at a table with their overstuffed knapsacks and strapped up mouths. There’re three of them. They’re probably in the same band. So are you in a band?


      I don’t care that they’re too beautiful for me. Or that they probably want blowjobs. Or that there’s a really boring spoken word artist on stage who we’re supposed to be listening to.


      I dream I am a butterfly landing on three white statues of Greek gods in a New Orleans cemetery.


      One scratches his nose. I have become the interviewer. I ask them about their journals and their Joy Division sticker and their shows. They drag their heavy heads and flashes of drain sail across their pale foreheads. They don’t even talk to each other. They chip in together to buy a chocolate bar.


      They offer me some.


      Outside the sun is shining and when I get up to leave I am talking about something that is travelling in me like a tiny river and they’re breathing close to my neck behind me trying to listen flapping their dark overcoats. I don’t know what I did but I wish I could carry that river.


      Soon they can have a board meeting and decide if I was worth going for but now there is no sound. Just all my veins and pimples dumped in the light in front of a bar.


      Three very large black umbrellas tilt over awkwardly so the sun can land on my face.
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      icebox night


      There was a striking guy watching us. We walked straight through to the back and sat down at a table still holding our shopping bags shrugging our shoulders.


      Alley had been looking at rings all day and was especially drawn to one that could hold pills. She kept opening and closing it like she could show something that she was meant to hide like a wound.


      “I’ll get the beer,” I said. I was wearing a jacket that had feathers on it that I’d never get away with where people knew me.


      Wrek had called me at four in the morning, all the time differences off, making sure I wasn’t sleeping with any of the musician guys I was hanging around with.


      I came back to the table with beer and a guy named Delt was chatting Alley up.


      “Do you have any cigarettes?” I asked him. He had some that had to be rolled. “You’ll it’s a bit dry,” he said regretfully. “It will burn fast.” Delt was a singer/guitarist, he was on in the backroom in a few minutes. He was fidgety and shook hands with people who walked by and worked them about the band. Then his eyes melted all over my jacket and he touched my arm. I said, “No, really it’s too much, don’t you think?”


      “No,” he said. Alley was looking the other way. She liked attention in doses.


      Delt was dressed for shit. The colours were drab, the fabric worse, and he was about to go on stage. And of course I couldn’t tell him this and lend him new jacket, it would get in the way of his guitar playing, and I wouldn’t feel like the visitor from Venus anymore either.


      The striking guy came over and joined us now that we hadn’t ripped Delt’s head off. Alley woke up. This was James. He had actual cigarettes. Delt was putting his baggie away. If Alley and me were in a bar back home, the guys would be whispering to each other conspiring making us think we have secrets to figure out, but these guys were looking at us like the moon.


      James was doing most of the talking about how he was a big fan of Delt.


      Delt touched my arm again. Grabbed on to it, “Please, you’ll come back to see the show . . .”


      James’ flat was on top of a closed bar that you had to walk through to get to the place. James said looking Alley’s way that he could take a beer if he wanted to and the bar owner wouldn’t say anything. It made it seem that he had planned the stairs to curve around and up too, and we just tumbled into his living room. Delt saying all right as if all we had to do was fill up a dark place.


      It was cold and James was talking about the summer. He said he knew Delt since a picnic in the summer. Delt said, “It had been the summer of love truly” while James went to get the chocolate cake from his freezer and four spoons. James’ place was an icebox even after he stuck in the small heater that turned all our faces orange.


      There were two couches.


      There were signs that this was supposed to be some sort of double date.


      We were mostly on the floor. We were digging into the chocolate cake. I was trying to make it last on my tongue. I was trying to fill time and not feel all panicky ’til something substantial happened.


      Alley and James started to link fingers swirling them like birds.


      Delt knew about Wrek. I had dropped his name a bunch of times on the way over. Delt said right out that he was disappointed.


      I moved Delt closer to block Alley and James out when they started kissing but you couldn’t block out that air around them that looked like it was vacuuming up their hair.


      James asked Alley, “You want to help me find a CD to put on?” and like that James and Alley left with the door closing. James left his cigarette smouldering in the ashtray.


      The cigarette had rings in the paper going all the way up.


      Delt and I smiled at each other like two people alone waiting for the bus in the same shelter.


      James came back and took the heater, sort of shrugging to make up for it.


      I saw a book jutting out from under the couch and asked Delt to read to me. He kept getting up for various things, sitting back an inch closer.


      “I feel about twelve,” I said as he turned a page.


      James burst in, in his wino overcoat: “Do you want anything from the store?”


      Delt asked what James was getting, pulling a shadow off me.


      “Cigarettes,” James said.


      “Can you get me something to eat?”


      Delt came back and I hadn’t moved my fetal position on the floor, the shopping bag my pillow. Delt picked up the book again. His voice was drying up, already rough from singing earlier but he kept reading.


      Trying to jam with Wrek didn’t work cuz he was skilled and didn’t want to be the teacher and somehow inside of me it’s instilled that if I’m not constantly learning I’m wasting my time. I’ll sing and wonder why he doesn’t crave the sound of my voice and drag me out of bed to sing. And then I’ll be in the shower and he’ll come in and he’ll lean against the sink and play guitar for a bit just to hang out with my thoughts soaking in the water and dribbling down the drain and his thoughts hanging in the bathroom mist.


      Delt had left home in the spring and didn’t want to go back without making it. He was talking about lyrics, how everyone in the bar was probably just looking at each other during his songs thinking about making it with each other. The cigarette in the ashtray went out and he said, “In the parts that I was screaming, I was really screaming.”


      James howled up from the outside for Delt to come and open the door. Alley slipped into the living room quickly wrapped up only in a blanket and asked if I was going to be okay because she might not be able to hear me scream if Delt kept coming on to me.


      “Delt’s okay,” I said.


      Alley was like a disco ball over my head. I would get to see things illuminated on the ground that I would never have seen. She was looking out the window saying, “We have to take more trips like this.” Saying ‘this’ like it was spooned out of a dish. Then tiptoeing back.


      Delt walked back in saying James had forgotten food.


      Finally, the last door closed and everything Delt and I had said to each other was falling down long staircases.


      Delt had lugged his amp all the way from the bar, all the way up each stair. He had to get up at six to go clean houses. His open bag on the floor near Alley’s shopping bag has rubber gloves inside.


      I am wearing those rubber gloves to feel the words he said before. The words are orange heat over here around his sleeping body.
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      you better come on


      Dix is checking out beef jerky but only for a second before four of them are in his silver metal basket. His eyebrows go up as he stares at jars. I feel like pocketing those eyebrows.


      He’s still looking at jars, so I bump into him with my freshly coffee-stained jacket. Got coffee all over it when the Greyhound ran into a squirrel.


      “What else can I do about dinner?” he mumbles. He picks out some Nachos and a jar of cheese dip.


      “You are such a bachelor, aren’t you?” I say. I break open a cinnamon gum packet not being able to wait. Tossing it into his metal basket. There is only one aisle in this crowed store and it leads to a steaming-ice refrigerator.


      “Well, I’ll tell you something about singing,” he says heading for the cash. “If you’re going to be a singer, singers need that extra fat around their vocal cords. Think of it, can you think of a good singer that isn’t fat?”


      I nearly swallow my gum in a laugh thinking of girly singers with tambourine hair, but then I realize he’s talking about blues singers.


      Dix has done all these computer-work jobs and tossed it all out the window when his girlfriend left him. He is staying at his friend’s flat, my friend’s flat, and together in the living room they have seven guitars. When you pull back the curtains in that living room you can see a garden of stones that they’ve never set foot in. I said I wouldn’t be a lot of trouble. I just lie down between two amps sideways. They keep drinking and smoking, this intricate continuous movement of fingers that remind me of my eyelashes watching them, Dix with a winter hat balanced on top of his head and our friend playing songs like “Sister Ray.” Dix starts singing when our friend laves the room to crash: “You better come on in my kitchen, because it’s sure to be raining outside.” I pretend I am asleep but I’m not.


      I wake up at three in the afternoon, bits of pain on my exposed skin. Dix stumbles into room, when I’d just started to tinker on the guitar. He walks right by. Goes for the refrigerator. And there’s that tinkling sound of glass touching.


      I look at my skin and realize I’ve been bitten by bottle caps. The one on my neck might even look like a hickey.


      Dix never shows his teeth. He just sits there on the curb outside the store smiling, waiting for me to say something. I instantly feel like I need some coffee.


      I grab the Nachos bag, teeth it open and start eating.


      “Can I have one?” he says, always soft-spoken.


      When he takes over the Nachos bag, my knees are up just knocking each other and I notice I even have stains on my socks.


      “I’m just going to stay one or two more days, that’s it,” I say, thumbing an eyebrow.


      “Well, my friend doesn’t care,” he says still smiling, always smiling.


      Dix’s friend, my friend, you can tell he’s a real rock guitarist. Bangs out power chords. Tells about his old band where his ex-girlfriend was the singer with very big hair. But Dix is a one-man show. He picks all over the neck slowly drawing you in. Sings softly. Leans back in the chair. Says he made some kind of wish by a gravestone about being able to play guitar well and now he can play well and is terrified about what it all means.


      This afternoon I sabotaged his plans for job-hunting. I said he had to take me around. He looked at me smiling like he got some joke and asked if I wanted a cigarette, a beer maybe, very politely. The top of the living-room table was a real picnic. About seven ashtrays. He wasn’t even thinking of playing one of the guitars, it drove me mad.


      I have this small notebook I keep in my fanny pack. I take it out and show Dix when he shows me his little black book of his own possible lyrics. We don’t read each other’s lyrics of course. But I like that line he sang earlier. The Robert Johnson one. What was it? He says it word by word slowly.


      “I’m making an appointment with you now, that in ten years, I’ll have figured out the song and I’ll come and find and I’ll play it for you.”


      “You’ll be playing it at my grave,” he says just like that. But he’s linking arms with me now and walking out the door.


      Dix finishes the last Nacho and is still hungry. He wants to go to a diner for some more food.


      Dix is on his tenth life.


      He looks at me and says, “Your jacket smells like rain.”


      “It’s coffee,” I say with swelling vocal cords.


      Diners are the land of newspapers. They’re splattered on all the tabletops like minefields.


      He picks up a newspaper right away and starts reading.


      It is freezing in here. I look at my stained jacket, I look at the clock on the wall, I look at him reading.


      Writing now would be like clawing out of his guitar case.


      (with love to Joel Caspar Dix 1968–1997)
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      like orange juice left out in the sun


      splash and glass of orange juice on my face and clothes. I’m drowning in sun again. little girls tossed on a field. try to look statue. opps sorry, Geal said, making those laughing sounds. it was always the same eee ee sounds they made whenever I walked near their circles.


      when we played duck duck duck goose they stepped on my hands.


      at sunset we had to go to bed. I got the bunk bed by the door where the mosquitoes joined the game to suck my blood. in the morning, sometimes I’d wake my eyelids puffed and see them look confirmed I was a mutant. my hands working anyway reaching out spidering bare shelf, no Ray-ban sunglasses like all the other girls.


      that was the first summer.


      when it came round to June, there was no discussion –


      the sunshine and swimming and the canoeing were the best thing any girl could ask for. now finish your orange juice.


      throughout the years, and there were seven, I was soaked with the image of endless fields and how I had to walk through them alone and how sometimes I had to walk through them alone and how sometimes I had to fall down after only a few steps and sob it out. it circles into dreams even now.


      I’ve got a high of the green fields and it’s centuries ago. I’m wearing a white diaphanous dress that someone made me wear and it’s got its own arms moving. The windowpane is round and is my only view of green everywhere. it’s coming out of the earth and is my only cool. I know it will not last. I can hear the heavy footsteps on the stair-case so very down below.


      My mom would come in and wake me up for school by throwing iron-pressed outfits on my face, then complain that I wasn’t getting up.


      My dad, he’d slip in later when I was already sun-drenched with exhaustion. He’d fumble with the open curtains a bit saying, All the world’s a stage and you have to dress the part.


      So when my dad asked me, what about this Wane character? Is he another one of your yahoos? I told myself, Now I’ve managed not to go back to camp since I was fourteen, but think, a summer that doesn’t start with summer school or slave jobs either, as I mouthed the words “responsible” and “loving”.


      Wane and I were driving down the highway behind our shades. The day I told him everything, Wane’s eyes were ice cubes trying not melt. He said, We’re going to do it anyway and he went out and got a van with a tear-drop window and a tool box.


      Wane hadn’t slept in nights and was practically keeling over the wheel. Look what you have done to me.


      My parents’ Happy June kisses farther and farther away.


      Trace had given us coffee and cigarette kisses. Her old words felt like shingles now. She used to tell us, Think of words like small treasures, like clams and take words like a word, like just all words, the colour of words, the sounds of words, and how they look on the page, and how they feel in your mouth. It had wind, those chilling nights. Something we couldn’t touch but made me write for hours after.


      Now I see Wane sitting in all Trace’s sofas instead of filling those spaces and his fingerprints blur everything. And then I see Trace eyeing me and I think, Someone please tell her that she smashed our moon cup along with the others and her only phone.


      She was faltering with her cigarette wand, and it was one of those helpless times where you didn’t know what was wrong ‘til she choked up, Ashtray, and Wane was right there with one under her hand, Smashing. She looked straight at me and said, The best kind of bars on the road will have an ashtray by the pay-phone and think of me then.


      Whenever we pulled up to truck stops, I asked for sardine sandwiches. This gave Wane a chance to tell me I was disgusting.


      —I’m fish and you’re meat. Leave a message and make it sweet.


      —It’s Wane, found on moonshine since you haven’t been returning my calls, where the FUCK are you???


      Let’s go over it again. Let’s go over it again, Wane reached above and tilted the overhanging light in my face.


      I started out slow and told him, Everyday at lunch you walked me to your house and you sucked the thick milkshake up with your straw never taking your eyes off of me.


      No tell me more. I really want to understand this.


      You’re not going to remember how I kept golden waffles stocked in your freezer because that was your favourite. My eyes on his cold kitchen tiles saying this.


      Yes, I am going to remember that’s why I want to know everything.


      There’s a tower and at noon when the sun is directly overhead, you bring me way up on its flat roof and tell me to open the very big book and let you see all the ink marks on the new page and all their curves. The wind helps me, it makes things difficult. The handwriting’s spidery anyway, I murmured, but you insist. The ink marks are throbbing off the page.


      The sun was still hurting even with shades. But at least Wane couldn’t see my eyes. My Salada eyes. The way he called them that. The way he showed me around the kitchen, consumed all liquids. My Salada eyes. He wanted to milk them and leave them white. My eyes widening on their way.


      He closed the very big book with a bang and cast his finger upon me. Do you realize you could be burned at the stake for having red hair alone in my kingdom? You must relay to me your soul. It’s the only way.


      There is a place where Wade promised good friendship is a straight yellow brick road to success. It is Wane’s kitchen. Me, right on his kitchen table. Him holding me up by the knees. Before I can answer, he is sucking back my breath, but when it comes around again, I say okay, I believe in giving things a whirl. The sun coming through in slits.


      He said, You won’t regret it. I want to give you everything you want. I’ll give you the sun. He led me up the curved staircase.


      by the first minute, all the girls had rolled out the red-carpeted plans on which guy was whose and how they were going to get them. who was available? take your pick, the guys’re all wearing concert T-shirts with SOLD OUT stamped on the back in red ink. Geal said it didn’t matter anyway because she had already been felt up by the movie star Corey Haim before he was famous in their school, Zion Heights. I’d watch them put their fresh layers of make-up on, their only protection from the sun. it only reminded me how I used sunscreen and still was the one with the pale skin who got burnt. I waited like a diaphanous sheet for them to finish primping. I got, do you have staring problems? I tried to keep my eyes on the ground.


      when they rolled their plans back up it was final.


      I’m thirsty again, Wane said, pulling up to another truck stop. My feet landed outside the van with the wind picking up any loose objects on the ground. Wane was ahead trying to open the glass door, ringing bells. He was having a hard time, kicking away at the swirling hamburger Styrofoam containers that were going for his legs like Pac-Man. He tried to retaliate by making his curses strong enough to take chunks out of the sidewalk.


      Wane was poking around with a paper cup filled with sticky orange juice. Each pulp freshly squeezed. The thought of it burned my empty stomach.


      He leaned over and asked me if I wanted anything, his lips crawling on my cheek, his teeth grazing.


      Maybe I should go back.


      You can’t. He rolled back his tongue.


      Then he was buying maps again, cramming them into his clothes, tattooing himself with highways.


      Wane insisted on driving but was lost on sunset.


      Wane: How do you get back on the highway?


      me: I think it was back there, we needed to make a left.


      Wane: No it’s straight ahead.


      — more yellow road pills gobbled later—


      gas station attendant: You had to make a left way back there.


      repeat IX a day when the sun goes down


      when I got back to my bunk bed my stomach was a blender on Ginsu but up against the glass window I’d still get this feeling of suspension. afraid to move. maybe I’d fall asleep and fall off the bed. sometimes I’d think maybe they can’t touch me up here, but then they’d fling something dripping.


      verbal charades was the evening activity. Geal got up and said in front of everyone, looking at me, Do you have any friends? I want to know. someone else followed and asked, I want to know if you have any breasts. they laughed eee eee ee.


      they’d throw darts that would just graze me so they could see my eyes widen. not darts that would hit me in the stomach because it was filled with blood and would burst like a water balloon if hit directly, and they would be held responsible. but a dart that would whiz close enough to make me fall off and splatter all over the floor. so I’d sit there with my bag of blood and try to pretend the bunk bed was a tree house and wish and wait and wish wait for someone to climb up.


      One time we got Lucky. She was hitchhiking to the next city. Wane had just been grumping again, We should have got a smaller car. What a crazy idea, a van for just the two of us. There’s way too much room. Too bulky.


      When she got in the van, it was hard to pinpoint exactly what Wane was going to showcase this time, but it was bound to surface. Lucky was bubbly, pointing to the snapshots we drove by. Like a bike in a tree. Go Lucky. Wane saying, Yeah I’m a photographer too. When he finally looked over at me, it was in revulsion for my hangdog reactions.


      Trace: Are you rucked?


      Wane: Not now I’m not.


      I could see Trace and Wane and the conversations they were going to have when Wane and I got back and then made up ones that I wished they were going to have.


      Wane: Most people go by the nail in wood. A love partner like a nail so deeply wedged in wood can only be removed by driving in another nail on top.


      Trace: But then love is a coffin, love is a coffin, love is a coffin.


      Wane’s eyes watched me near pay phone, but I was good. I never called. I did once though before our trip, and I never want to let anyone make me feel bad for acting. Not that kind of acting. But for now, I never was going to mention his name until this trip was over.


      All I had was this one photograph, the fingerprints kept to the edges only. It is Trace’s apartment. Trace jammed the wobbly extra squared table into the corner. But in one swoop this guy came in and dragged it out like a dead body – the noises on the floor – onto the balcony and wiped it down with the edge of his shirt. We go back in for chairs and Trace tells me his name is Liner and she is leaving. And then I remember chairs unfolding on either side of the table like wings.


      When I came back from hanging out by myself by the road again, Wane and Lucky were dusting themselves off but I could feel they were still thirsty.


      Lucky said, pointing my way, I can tell to keep you away from the frying pan. You’re on your own laid-back time, girl. You’d get everything burnt. Wane going, Don’t I know it. Don’t I know it. Then they were scurrying through the back of the van for some kind of breakfast they could pour a lot of syrup on.


      My laid-back self tried to sleep to stay away.


      I was sleeping from my top corner bunk bed like a night owl. they were stirring their spaghetti-from-a-can in their not-allowed hot pots waiting for the boils. if only I could stick my beak into their foreheads and drag each noodle from their head to straighten things out. was it money? the mostly divorced remarried parents? whatever it was, it was like leaving orange juice in the sun.


      Whisky became our new mouthwash of choice. Bathrooms on the road were grosser than we were. So we avoided them. I am not going to let him make me feel gross about this, my straggly heart sizzle sticks. Whisky, making the insides more parched all the time.


      Some mornings we made it to the washroom and that’s where Lucky confronted me. I was swizzling water in a glass for the third time waiting for her to leave. I saw her staring at me though the mirror, her fists on her hips. She was waiting while I went for the toothpaste, you know today I have this thing for clean teeth and I’m making sure to brush every tooth five times.


      at the showers, those girls’ feet side-stepping my floorboards and I knew something more than steam was seeping out. the guys came up to me afterwards about my orange pubic hair. then they stopped taking the orange Freezies for evening snack.


      You really messed him up bad. Lucky was letting it out in hammers. She smeared on the walls, Don’t you care? And still after all these years, I kept polishing my mouth and didn’t use it to say anything.


      and so, Wane, do you see me through negatives? are you chortling on your false blackmail photos back at the campsite at this very moment? are you like me, here out beside the road again? when I go back, will you accuse me again? that you saw me and Lucky holding hands last night in the back of the van? and even what if we were? is that so revolting to you? maybe if I pick you some of these blackberries I can get through to you by your stomach. that’s the way it was supposed to be, right?


      When you find dimes or paperclips or gems on the ground it’s called a “ground score“ Trace told me once. I was biting a nail that came right off when I smashed upon Wane and Lucky writhing in the campfire’s ashes.


      Wane was spewing past Lucky’s ear, Hickey me hard and suck some more so my bruises will show.


      Not one drop of blood surfaced on my broken up finger.


      I panicked, crushing berries and maybe the blood will come.


      there is a place where courtship is really fucked up. I was sweeping the porch outside the cabin. Geal was sitting on the side trying to impress some guy, she was whispering into his ear. the next thing I know, she’s grabbing the broom from me and stabbing me in the crotch. her lips drawn back like labia snarling: I’m gonna stick this up your cunt. I’m gonna stick it up your cunt.


      the guy in hysterics drinking it all in looking like he’s straight out of a milk commercial.


      I followed rocks out barefoot towards some sort of road. Geal was there. An older her definitely but not one wrinkle. She got to see my face and hands stained, the black clots of berries showing.


      She grinned, told me how she’s going to Berkeley for psychology in the fall. Psychology of all things. She spent all of two minutes to rub that in and strategically ask, So where are you going? before disappearing. The rocks gathering in my knees.


      I don’t know how much longer I can do these spirals. and I don’t know if I can help you set us free, Wane. and I don’t know if there will be anything left of me. I had set out with thoughts of healing, I swear.


      I think the last of me is drying up now.


      I saw my ghost’s view looking down on me from above and the only blood I had left was the purple lining of my black leather jacket strewn open. then I was back in my jacket and Trace was there. the clouds, sheer, curtains being cut, and Trace wading through. when she was close enough, she crouched down dipping her fingers in the purple like she was leaving the edges of a photograph. Wane’s not around, the sound out there, So, Who do you really love? I tried to touch the wafting voice. yes, I really love. I really love. but it wasn’t the old Trace and she just laughed, the ees curling out in her Lucky Strikes smoke way, blackening the ethereal curtains.


      I tried to remember the photograph. Trace is wearing a summer dress with spaghetti straps. she captures the sun with her emerald eyes. she is not used to seeing me without Wane. she flip flops between her three types of making coffee. Between the kitchen and Liner and I in the living room back and forth and then by some chance is out of filters and has to go out.


      even when Trace is not there her essence leaves a raw smell, but all her edges are refined, carefully crafting the assortment on the ledge by the window, displaying the porcelain dishes with swirls, catching eyes, leaving her way of saying things in the apartment, the way she pronounces words like deluxe and swank, like puffed up cushions. it’s usually hard to stay awake around her, even with my Salada eyes.


      Liner’s eyes saying, Salada eyes rag up my tongue. I take the rag up to my lips. his eyes drive past them.


      when Trace got back she looked at me like she’d been given the job of stage sweeper and I put the broom in her hand. and I was still waiting for her to hand over a sunburst guitar and call me on . . .


      But what if I gave you the guitar, Wane? Would that finally do it? Wane scavenging through my body bag, taking things. By that time, I had cleaned myself off and he was packing, probably for the last time, according to Wane’s plan anyway. Lucky had already taken off with the six rolls of film.


      That’s my Young T-shirt, he was stammering. I’m taking this fuck me tape. I’m getting the deposits back for all the empties too, so just forget about it.


      He told me I’m giving, but it’s become a curse many centuries ago.


      I grabbed my journal before he got to it. No fucking way.


      I just don’t understand, he said.


      although it was really obvious to everyone in that whole camp what was going on, only once did someone address it. she got all the leads in the play. she was the only one who liked Billy Idol. she sat next to me once on the hot pavement of the tennis courts, where everyone was called if there was any emergency. the asphalt burning our asses. and there was a lot of waiting around. so she told me this story. her mom’s boyfriend only ate carotene pills and she’d always be like, so have a potato chip, and one day he turned up at breakfast orange.


      Finally the van was approaching the drive into the city and it could only encroach so far. Wane kept looking up through the windshield for the moon like a spotlight or something, but it wasn’t there.


      Slowly our hands met like a spider finding another one out there. He murmured, I hope things work out for you. I hope that we’re friends.


      In the same dance, he withdrew his hand and tossed me out the sticky humid van and rolled off.


      He’s headed straight to Trace, I knew this when he slammed the door shut.


      Maybe he’s going to confirm that she’s on his side. Maybe to head straight back to where we came from and it was all for nothing. Maybe to head to her just for some wind itself.


      But they both withdrew into the night afterwards and I couldn’t touch them.


      on the noon before Wane and I left on our trip, Trace rented a black limousine and kept driving it past my window. she would never give me the words why.


      I fled the windowed room and tried to flow down the steps feeding clawed-torn pieces of white dress like blank pages to the swirl above.


      I fled the steps looking at my skin slowly revealed in the outdoor light terrified it would get mutated into some strange mouldy colour from the green that came in through the window or into some crusted colour from the sun on the roof. But there it was, my skin for me to scratch only.


      And each white dress piece leaving was a paper that didn’t have my blood. A million reasons for them to use their own blood and still they’ll call me ungrateful to a million friends.


      And as much as the dew felt cool on my savaged skin, I was wading through grass hunched over, naked again. The white pieces leaving me.


      It had been two months and I didn’t know if it was going to happen. I had to remind myself how to make a phone call. I had to wait praying for a lift in his voice. I had to describe where I was . . . Somewhere grassy and writing everywhere that had even penetrated stone. It was too much. Liner showed and knelt to me lying there and even brought tea.


      Wane was at the top of the tower, his elbows grinding into stone bricks. Those branches could be her finger veins. That silver river could be her spine. But wherever she was, the dark ink was bleeding over the sliver of the moon making it hard to read things. The tower went so high up and each black tear that fell had the power of a driving nail by the time it hit the ground. I’m going to stay in the tower ‘til she comes. Oh when she comes, the wind will blow the grass towards me and show her the way. And to the general direction of the grass he gasped, Where is my June?
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      the wand in wander


      Exposure happening in cut-outs from what somebody else understands. One of my guy friends telling me, Daryll, You have to read Kerouac, On the Road, and I don’t remember suggesting anything back. I don’t think I got most of that book at the time. In fact, I got lost in that book so many times, my mind wandering . . . pots banging downstairs, fighting, the ol’ vacuum cleaner, the six o’clock news . . . and I’m thinking about, I don’t know what, the guy I had a crush on for three years and all the crushes in between and how I always left them on the cutting room floor as the possible.


      A bunch of us were mixing through the parking lot before the concert. There was a real feeling you could be anywhere among everyone and not have to be friends with anyone specifically.


      But then he handed me over white gloves like a magician. Wool and loose. It was snowing and I thought, Oh thanks, Skyler, that’s quite genial but was lost in my hat making movies. I was filming the crowd.


      I got Skyler to walk by the parking meters on the edge of the parking lot. And I noticed a cigarette lying there on top of one of them. Let’s park awhile, I said, and smoke this thing. I was almost about to put a quarter in the slot feeling like we should pay or something because this spot felt good.


      I hadn’t given back his gloves. And so I had to do major research to get to him. And then of course there had to be a snowstorm to get through. It was like a research paper you turned in and all the periods were really question marks.


      I started remembering after the show, how we all drove over to get to French fries. How he went on about writing and seeing him get excited. And being dropped home with the gloves. And finally tracking him down. Then, looking at his shoes as the door opened. Him. Taking back the gloves, my empty hands limp against the doorway like I fit there. [We kissed.] Then, getting back through snow into the car, thinking I left a carpeted tongue and half-footprints.


      I drove or walked by the light coming out his window for nine days and nine nights waiting for something that already happened.


      It was not like me to pursue anything with some kind of knife. But I was going to do something this time. I got out of the car. I threw rocks at his window but he didn’t come out. I thought maybe he was out, so I waited in the car, freezing, until one in the morning. At one, I had to piss so badly, I drove twenty minutes home and put on a sweater. I started flipping quarters. Heads, I’ll head over. Makes sense. Tails, I’ll tail after him. I mean I’ll stay home. I got tails.


      Went back to his house. Told myself I’d throw rocks at his window once and then leave and that’s it. No response. Fuck. I started to walk away, when the light went on in his kitchen.


      I tapped on the window. By then it was two a.m. He had been downstairs the whole time writing his essay and had two paragraphs left to write and had just come up for something to scarf down. He took me in. I explained to him that I was a bit weird but he said it was like oxygen.


      And how he kept holding me and laughing. And how he really kissed me goodbye in the kitchen. And how he really kissed me goodbye all the way to the car. And how he finally pushed me away. And how he told me later he couldn't fall asleep because he wanted to see me so badly, he had to wait until he passed out. We spilled over a tea cup kissing.


      My mom woke up when I came in and said the car has now disappeared. I don’t want you driving around at four a.m. or even staying up that late. It’s not normal. Only medical interns are allowed to do it.


      I fell into bed dizzy hiding what happened in each organ.


      His parents had me over for dinner right away. Cooked artichokes. I watched them peel the things layer by layer and eat them off the skin ‘til they got to the heart. Skyler could only take the family questions for about five minutes before he yanked me out of there and we never got to finish the artichokes.


      We left the room. Two green things sat on saucers.


      I saw us, two people in some kind of spilt tea air, sitting under a park slide on green carpet-like grass not saying anything. Not having to say anything.


      Driving along in his parents’ car. He put red shag on the steering wheel to try to forget that his parents had anything to do with the car. Blue Rodeo in the deck and him freaking out that the organist was gone. That’s gone! And I thought, That’s real cute. Enough to compensate that you don’t have any Stones in here. I had my eyes out the window and I knew he was going to be gone in the fall to school. That was understood.


      The trick would be asking him first before coming over that day if he felt I was seeing him too much. Aren’t you afraid it’s going to get routine? Don’t think of it as a routine, he’d say. Think of it as a ritual.


      When we drove by The Golden Griddle, Skyler, went, We can’t go there. That’s where I go every night to write in my journal. He leaned over the booth we were in at another place and whispered, They have bottomless cups of coffee at The Golden Griddle. He drank it black, I knew, without a wince. As black as the road outside that had the odd sparkly bits and three taxis in a row driving over them.


      I asked him this, finally, What did you see in me when you met me that first time?


      Well, you had the spirit of an actress that night of the show.


      Even though I was filming?


      Well, you had a way of stepping through your frames.


      Skyler. Oh, Skyler! Where is the cheese? His mother was fluttering from a door frame down below. We were sitting in his room huddled on the floor looking up at his bunk bed and comics trying not to be corny.


      Sorry about this, he said to me.


      But Skyler, I think we might have eaten it yesterday. Didn’t we? I said.


      He was up and out the door screaming, Mom, I didn’t fucking take the goddamn cheese. Leave me alone.


      Well, things don’t just disappear, Skyler? Daryll must have eaten it.


      After that, his mother had the cheese and crackers stocked up for me all the time. Do you want some? Do you want some? And I had this other home.


      But it’s a trap, Luke, it’s a trap! Skyler would yell. His knuckles turning white from gripping the door frame pretending someone wasn’t letting him leave.


      But having this mother totally thinking you’re a good thing, not hassling you. Pushing the cart around shopping for you even, it was too much. But of course, Skyler would come in the door and see her and hunch up, all irritated: Oh, the things you have said and done.


      When we were on my patch-quilt bedspread, there were no words. I took off my shirt and he looked at me. I felt really sad that I could be sad about my body. About how my stomach’s pretty flabby and my breasts are too small. And how without clothes on, you could be anybody.


      [I cried.] I knew it was dumb, but I felt like I was disappointing him.


      When I tried to confess something to the guy about what’s on my mind and he saw that it was hard for me to say it, Skyler hugged me hard and waited it out.


      It worked. I felt locked in. For a second.


      I went to visit my friend Romy where she worked at her dad’s restaurant and she sat down with me awhile.


      She goes, I slipped “Tangerine” in the CD player here and pressed ‘repeat’. It took my dad forty-five minutes to realize it was the same song.


      She took a drag on her cigarette, which was always when my laugh slipped in.


      But it’s a hell of a song.


      So did you fuck him yet? she asked me. Romy was one of my friends who had been doing it with all kinds since she was fourteen.


      No.


      So what have you guys been doing?


      I don’t know. We went to see Leaving Normal last night.


      I saw that. It’s totally awesome.


      Well, anyway, I had my face all over him while he was trying to watch the thing. Of course, he was quite responding to me though at the same thing. We really should have sat in the back row.


      Well, was it good for you?


      Yeah, Romy, you know, I would look up, and the dust flurrying in the projector beam glittered like stars.


      She was nearly ashing in my food. Hey! I said and continuing, So how’s it with Lincoln?


      Daryll, he’s so big, it hurts. She smiles making her eyes pop out. Seriously, I wobble around the room after.


      You wobble? This, from a person who makes the bus driver go slowly down the steep part of York Mills Road because the drop terrifies her.


      A few seconds later and I’m saying looking down, the thing with Skyler though is, he’s going away for school in September.


      Honey, no one stays in touch with their ex. You’d have to have a horseshoe up your ass.


      My mother hasn’t been too cool with it either. It’s such a drag because his mother’s so nice to me, it kills me. It’s partly his fault though because he refuses to talk to adults of any conservative kind and won’t say more than two words to her.


      I’m not much the conversationalist with my parents either. My mother knows I’ll just walk out on her if she starts up with me. So you know what she does? She gets me in the car with the doors locked and waits ‘til we’re on the highway to yell her lungs out at me. Happens all the time.


      Me and him were in his sister’s room trying to go at it. The phone was ringing. I was looking at the wallpaper. It was pink. There were stuffed animals all over the bed too, and I felt bad elbowing them. One was looking at me all lopsided. And where was the owner of the stuffed animals, anyway? Harvard.


      The kissing started to taper down. I was looking and looking around. But then I peeked at him, and maybe I had been too silent because he was already getting up. Both of us pale faced.


      And he goes, Maybe we should try this some other time. A real wiz of a thing to say. The carpet was more of a wine colour and spilled out the door.


      There was baby powder on the dresser on the way out. And then I was thinking maybe we could have tried using that. Rubbed it into our bodies. Relaxed a little. Had powder fights. Huge particles would explode and then hang in the open air. And we could’ve left the room with white hair looking older.


      I’ll be flagging cabs in another town soon anyway, he said. The freedom. The freedom. I saw his heart, the entire city area and the little yellow cabs pushing through. And where would I come in?


      I touched his long hair in the summer that it is now. In September, you’ll go to writing school and you’ll decide to cut your hair and you’ll send me some locks like ribbons and they’ll fall all around me from their white envelope. And I’ll drop it startled. And this does happen. Like white gloves over the eyes.


      He says, I knew you had to call me to give back those gloves, you know. I was totally after you. Then not calling, making you think I was indifferent. It was all part of the plan.


      I can’t think about these things now, Dad.


      But you have to think about things. Every good chess player thinks five moves ahead.


      Well, maybe I don’t have vision, Dad, no vision.


      Daryll, twelve years from now, I’m going to be in my grave, and I want to know that you’re going to be able to support yourself in a moving doorway.


      I don’t have the energy to go over there and deal with his draining, I-can’t-entertain-you mood. I wish that it would be okay to do nothing with him.


      Now it was getting close to September and I was calling him fifty times a day like a maniac. And most time his mother would answer and have to say, I’m sorry, Daryll, but he’s not home. I was hoping you could tell us where he is.


      I hugged my pillow and listened to the same song over and over until I was as sad as the song and told myself on repeat: I’m not obsessed, I just really like him.


      Skyler wasn’t there. I could hear his father moving around in the next room. I got the hell out of there leaving the front door half-open behind me.


      It’s over. He told me.


      And I said, This isn’t a fuckin’ movie. You can goddamn think of something more original to say!


      He had driven over to my house late that evening, after brewing it over all day with his friends, and we were having it out over the roof of the car. His story lay there, him nervously pulling the pages apart. The story that got him into writing school that I had asked ages ago to see.


      We decided that you were going to go away with no attachments three months ago, so what’s your fuckin’ problem?


      His friends, snickering in the car.


      Well, I haven’t been excited about being with you for the last few weeks . . .


      But you were trying to have sex with me three days ago, you fuck.


      Look, he said, I just have to make sure that it’s really over. You know, start New York with a clean white sheet. And you have to know I don’t love you.


      I’m just going to go. I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of seeing me cry thinking how he had told me once he’d know it was love if some girl cried in his arms over him.


      He yelled out, Call me in a couple days when you’re feeling better.


      I looked back at him.


      He was serious.


      He got into his car and left a cloud of pages. I picked one up.


      I was out cold in my bed. And all the hi knockin’ at the window didn’t wake me up. And finally my name got through to me Daryll, Daryll. And I ran downstairs and opened the front door, Skyler? He wasn’t there, what the fuck? Skyler. And there he was descending down from the roof beside my bedroom window, Look I made you a mixed tape. I said, God, you’re so cold, how long have you been out here? Forty-five minutes, he said. I had to hug him back to warmth. And then I had to hug him.


      Romy would be right there to take me out to get trashed. And she would refer to him as Mr. Cool Asshole, as some kind of comedy. And on the way home, the outside scenery would be a complete whiz-cam. I would feel the Ginsu windshield wipers, real horror show. Romy would try to slow down the car and stop so that I could casually swing the door open and “bugle” as she called it. But I puked, the poor plush interior.


      That night, when I finally was ready to come inside the house, everyone had long since gone to bed except my father who was poring over some journal. And I thought, please don’t make me talk.


      I had to pass the den to get upstairs. And my dad was sitting there with his journal and round tummy, nose in a tea mug. And don’t you know that God is Pooh Bear? My father gazed up at me was whispered with wide eyes, Daryll, do you know: when you were born, it was snowing and the rabbits were out.
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      blue toenails


      Her feet stuck out as she was falling asleep. Her toenails were actually blue, her hair already wafting on the sheets. A record swirled in the background with more scratches in every groove.


      In their minds they were just X and Y.


      I need some coffee, she thought. She was reading a letter from a friend at The Greasy Bulb. Something about how some guys will dine you before laying on you something heavy.


      She was afraid to come here because the last time she came here, they played this woman’s tape with a high melodic voice and all the characters she had been studying that day were suddenly rushing out of her skull making a halo around her head.


      What she had to notice was his hair. It looked like all the split ends had been ripped off. It was dyed light blue.


      Cough. She grabbed under her throat checking for swollen lymph glands. This never told her anything.


      She brought her stuff to the bedroom.


      “No toilet paper.”


      “Oh. I’ll fix that.”


      He was frantically searching for toilet paper, which was of course right in front of his face. He grabbed a roll, “So what do you figure, Horatia? Should I roll it to her like red carpet, or should I throw it to her and make ribbons in the air all Rocky Horror Picture like?”


      “How’d you get your hair that colour?”


      “I bleached it, right. Then I used Methylene Blue cough syrup on top.”


      “No way.”


      “Yeah, I swear. $I.89 a bottle at Jean Coutu.”


      He left her there with the ceramic bowl of golden light brown sugar in the middle of the table packed to the top like a sandbox. She reached for the fork and tried to make it shower yellow.


      “You got sugar eyes?”


      “It’s that girl over there.”


      Horatia looked at the girl by the window curled up with her coffee in the frame. “But she’s just sitting there, hardly moving at all.”


      The waiters, if you could call them that, didn’t get paid except for sharing tips.


      X saw Y making his way over again slow. He was all violins and bow-legged.


      She was waiting on his mattress on the floor of his bedroom, and he only had crackers in the cupboard. But when he came back, the crackling went on and on forever. Somewhere between this is crazy and wasting time, and this is allowed as a dream. Somewhere, like X always equals something.


      If she came to his place more often, she’d learn that his cupboards would never have more than one lonely can or some box of something but always the perfect thing.


      She had smiled when he brought out the box of crackers. She had gone and crawled inside it.


      He was holding her bra in his hands, threads coming out of it all over.


      “This looks like it’s been through the whole football team,” he said.


      No, she shook her head. No.


      His fingers curled around the back of her head.


      “My band’s playing at The Bulb tomorrow night. Will you come?” I’ll get Horatia to bring you lots of free coffee, he was thinking. “It’s actually getting kind of ridiculous. We’re always playing the same songs and it would be really helpful to know if you think we’re fresh at all…” he said grabbing a toe. He heard the sound of potatoes frying.


      He was taking more and more of the black records out until they were everywhere.


      She went over to his shower. There was a spider there on the wall. She put her foot on it. Yellow liquid dripped down the wall. She opened her book. The pages a dark yellow. The black ink type started to suck up the yellow. Then crawled up the curtain.


      She woke up in his cold apartment with cracker crumbs all over her skin. She sat up. He had left. Did anything happen? No, he had kissed her a lot, and she had told him she had a cough, and he had said like I care.


      She let her head fall back on the pillow and she knew he had put his hand on the top back of her head like chocolate fudge pouring on vanilla ice cream.


      But now there was only this dark magazine page with ragged edges, above and askew, and out there like eye breakfast. She had never seen a poster on the ceiling before.


      Its letters were a little cloudy without her glasses on, but it said “Pray for Rain”.


      There’s a fine line between Kleenex and toilet paper, she thought as she stumbled towards the shower. When she undressed, she saw seven blue numbers penned on her leg. She turned on the water and got in with her brick of soap.


      Y was looking sick hunched over the table by the window. The table’s centre at the floor split into four.


      “Do you want me to go buy you some cough syrup or something?” Horatia came over and asked him then said, “Fuck it anyway, let's keep your voice scratchy for next week’s show.”


      He remembered that the scratchy sound of the records didn’t seem to make X uncomfortable at all and they had gotten to talking and she had said, “I’m in the book” before she began to drift. A bootleg crackled in the background, a live show, and the singer in his throaty voice had gone, “So Montreal, you’ve got me here again for another night – now that’s luxury.”


      Then she was asleep and he had been holding her feet like her wanted to hold her hands.
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      it fills the holes


      There had been school and this big hole in the timetable.


      She is looking down and not at me at all and so I end up following her on to the train, past the seats, and why aren’t we sitting down? I tell myself, Shut up, Shut up. I have gotten myself on the train, after all.


      You should see us in the lounge car. She is chattering it up with everyone else, giving each person two and a half minutes.


      When we are there, we are in a drugstore. She picks out these gold dollar condoms. Hmm, a buck a fuck.


      This is New Orleans, this is new orleans. If I can get her on to the abstract things, maybe she can get lost in the coffee. Look here, The Abstract Book Shop and Cafe. And homemade chapbooks. The one in my hand’s got pages that run ragged. Someone’s taken off their wings and stapled them.


      I’m reading the poems out loud. She bites into her po-boy sandwich, clams or oysters. On the side, my chipped nail-polished nails turning each page.


      The cops at the next table are listening to me read. They don’t pick up their coffees through the whole thing. My travelling companion’s three cream containers and sugar packets all over the Formica, and here I am putting them back in her empty cup like mine.


      She asks the cops for directions. One rambles on above one street, and the other drags on above the cross street.


      We get to the corner and a big armchair comes at us at that very moment with this bearded guy behind it. I sit down in the armchair not even filling half of it, it seems. I am among sticky garbage bags with hyper flies as she hurries by, hair whipping past my teeth.


      I ride it out as she paces. I feel my suede pouch around my neck, but this is not like in some movie where my travelling companion tells her life story and we become best friends.


      This drug thing is not something I can do seriously, she says. Someone making me wait around. I could get involved if I wanted that.


      This armchair I’m in is deep red. I feel the stitching all the way down the inside and find plastic. I thrust this baggie at her, There, and she mumbles, The skies are always sidewalk colour.


      She is passed out. I go out alone.


      There are roads all over, and I’m leading myself on to the next bench.


      There’s one, in the corner of Jackson Square right in front of some buskers. The singer is wearing a Tom Waits hat down over his eyes. A battered fedora thrown around on its own time like a plastic soda bottle in a fountain.


      I start craving the chocolate that I eat when I’m watching tv. I’m wondering from this bench how I could get them to ask me to some bar. But it’s like wanting them to walk through windows.


      In the French market, someone’s putting a vest in my hands from some place far away. My fingers waving, the bits of nail polish float up to his eyes. His name is Phil. He has bullet holes in his jacket. He comes around to the front of the table to ask me about my suede pouch.


      Inside’s my last baby tooth.


      Phil sends his pal on a candy bar run for dinner. He says, I know my friend’s the type who reads all the ingredients off the packaging out loud when you just don’t want to know, but we always end up having a lot of time to kill. It fills the holes.


      He tells me how he goes from town to town. How he saw a Jane’s Addiction concert in some cornfield in Iowa for free. How some girl for no reason during the concert grabbed his arm and took a chunk out of it with her jaws. How he tossed some bits of corn back at her.


      He says, The graves are always overflowing.


      Then he has to work. I have to leave.


      I take the string of my pouch around my neck and hand it over to him. He says his buddy won’t let him do trades for clothes. I back away.


      It’s empty air the whole walk home and my numb cheeks are hoping for a breeze, a paper airplane, bird shit even, but eventually I get her hairspray bits that eat my face. My companion is getting ready to go back to Kagans that night where we saw a guy who was the spitting image of Lenny Kravitz. He is supposed to meet her there. He doesn’t show.


      She keeps ordering drinks until she finds these two guys and then our eyes meet for the first time since we stepped into this place: we come all the way to New Orleans to meet two shits from Montreal.


      They know the bartender and persuade her to make us free shots of cherry something. My guy is nudging me saying it’s got Tabasco sauce real hot, huh? It tastes revolting but I sip the whole thing down to the glass.


      He is kissing me, deep ones. Phil could be passing by the window and I feel sick. My companion is poking her finger into the other guy’s arm, Get me another drink. The glasses in his hand come back swaying, and I’m hoping maybe thus guy will shatter them, make her face wrinkle up or something. Was it the drugs still?


      She drowns out in my ear, Supposedly it was a horse tranquilizer in practical life. I’d never give that shit to my horse.


      The guy I’m with yanks me on top of a chocolate bar dispenser. He tells me things. The know-how carry around dried raccoon penises for good luck in this town. Then he’s talking about the sunset curtains that drape the doorway of his room here and do I want to fall through them.


      And then I know it will only be a matter of time until his story is shot full of holes.


      You’re that Rob? The Rob that’s been seeing Jen Silks for like two years now. And this is one of those so-together couples. I’d probably heard that he’d bought her a diamond chunker gold ring on her birthday, or that they tree planted together one whole summer, or that they vacationed in Paris, because they were so in love.


      My companion’s got her fingers all through the other guy’s dreads, and she’s probably getting lost in them only to get fucked and home by one a.m. to get enough sleep. My hand leaves my pouch that’s not there.


      So what about Jen then, don’t you love her? And he says, oh yeah, I love her but we have an understanding.


      I’m staring where my feet disappear behind the driver’s seat of the cab we’re in. She says, You’ve got to stop looking at me like I’m some Scooper or something that sleeps with any trash.


      The cab driver could be driving us straight into the dark river.


      On our last night we run into Phil, and she knows I like him. She goes, No, we can’t go with them to Kagans, we have to eat haute Creole cuisine. That’s way too expensive for them. But we’ll meet you guys at Cafe Brazil later, I emphasize, grabbing Phil’s jacketed arm. Phil just keeps gazing down at my nail polished nails and how they’re making these red dots on his arm while his pal mutters, Yeah, right, I know how it is. I watched them fade down this boulevard of broken cobblestone, hands trying to fill their pockets.


      We will, I murmur.
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      the edgewater hotel


      Seventeen, such a pretty queen. They say that this one’s sour. Seventeen, by the sea. Waiting hour after hour.


      We go down to the basement. His brother’s interested in film too. I walk around the celluloid. His brother whips it back into its hole faster than measuring tape and disappears into the white light at the top of the stairs.


      I walk around like a screen waiting for them to look. His people walk through me. Projecting sea-foam and motel rooms and silk jacket lounging.


      In the morning at my mother’s apartment, I pull off the blank sheets. I finger the skin under my eyes, and it’s been feeling more alligator since he and I met. Maybe from construction sleep.


      I ask him to meet me at the Edgewater Hotel. I tell him they wouldn’t even know how big the rooms are if you asked them, but they are so big you can fall through them. And they say you can never get the same room twice.


      Sounds like a firetrap, he says.


      The air that hangs around the walk there is always a tone of green if it’s early enough. The buildings so dirty, so scraped, so bumwashed windowed. But they are layered and I always think of cake. Cake cut with saws.


      I am amongst tonic-water and must. The waitress’s face resembles the peeled paint on the wall behind her. They bring you chipped china tea cups here, and you slip in your own sand.


      Every time I rise from my bed since we started going out, I keep the sand in my eyes to prove that I am dreaming.


      A grandfatherly guy wheelchairs up to me and says, I don’t understand why people are saying “high” to each other all the time. His legs are gone from the knee on.


      Another guy is staring a bit to my left. It’s like a clue. He tries to kiss my ear and I turn away. My loyalty is in the leaves. He bites my ear on the side leaving it chipped and walks away.


      That day, I told him what to listen to again. Chose all the CDs on his Columbia Record House subscription form.


      The waitress comes back, takes your cup of sea. Does some kind of test. Gives you the corresponding room colour.


      I say I only have immediate dreams. She says, How nice. So polite. He whispers, See, my mom’s complimentary.


      His mom wheels in first course of many. Dandelion leaves from her garden. Cultivated.


      She asks him, I was thinking of getting some paint for your room. 8I04 B687-4. It’s a bluey-gray. It will make you think you’re at a beach.


      The first time I went over to his house there was a cat weaving through the rooms. He was showing me around. All the rooms featured a coffee maker and a snake-charmer-type laundry basket.


      We snuck by his brother’s room. His brother was passed out among lots of film cans lying around. His mom was hassling the guy from another room. Hassling him about his little hobby. Even in his sleep. Make her stop, I whispered. He led me on to his room.


      I sat on his white bedspread as he leaned back in a chair. He waited to watch the shadows stain the wall when I decided to come to life.


      His mother’s kitchen is quiet except for the buzzing of overhead lights, casting white everywhere. He sets the mugs on the counter gently. I mutter, Something with mint. It helps clear my head. His mother has thirty-one flavors. She tiptoes in. Oh, I just need some ice.


      The mint leaves are just lumps saying dreampads.


      He, unruffled, offers me sugar.


      They’re so perfectly cubed, I say.


      We’ve had this conversation before. They’re sugar cubes, he says. They’re supposed to be cubed. Do you want some?


      What do you think holds them together?


      Something sugary.


      Okay, go ahead and drink away but you’re drinking glue.


      Behind him on the fridge are construction paper hearts glued on to cards with sparkles saying, HAPPY BURTHDAY MUM. His mother must be keeping them forever.


      In this film at the Edgewater Hotel, I recognized that bartender. The bartender is going through the scene trying to be there for the customers. And then the film shows the bartender after closing time, laid out on the counter saying, Go ahead, saw me in half.


      I look over misty. He smiles and I don’t realize why until the cat he put on my lap claws through my pants.


      He leads me by the hand so happy just to hold it. His friends are every colour of a Smarties box. They’re throwing knives around. He whispers, It’s a friends-thing tradition to make a Duncan-Hines cake with Smarties on top when it’s somebody’s birthday. They are sweet when they pull me aside and ask me what I’m doing with him. I mumble that I have to go for more cake.


      I think I love him as if we are married, I wrote on his cake before I smeared it out, afraid.


      I call him up on his own white phone. His parents don’t want to have to say hi. His mom quickly passes the phone over to him whenever she answers.


      But when I got to him, I could call him up on his white phone even at three in the morning and feel like tonguing his ears.


      I see lots of film. He likes to hold my hand as we couch down.


      They’re all shot at the Edgewater Hotel.


      It’s his birthday. We kiss well. I am making a film. He gives me all the time I need. I am cutting on the cutting room floor. Telling him to grow his hair so I can cut it jagged. We kiss again. The floor of my dad’s car is like a puddle outside the Edgewater Hotel, and he won’t come in a place like that.


      I stuff notes about it in his locker. I slip one in between his pillowcase and the pillow so he’ll feel it when he lies down to sleep.


      I was tripping over a sidewalk when he said he wished he met me later because he would have married me if we were older.


      We’re divided by glass and it’s dark out and I’m throwing clumps of dirt at it trying to see him. He comes out saying, Are you crazy? You are going to wake up my parents.


      And I'm digging sandcastles.


      Somehow we first got together at a park party and that night I was let out and it meant it had to be worth six other nights, but it didn’t take long before I was tossing dirt around near the bushes away from everyone else.


      Someone had brought tequilas, and I ate the lemon pieces without flinching while people were licking each other’s necks. Some sort of contest was in the air like rain. His best friend going, Look, and farting into tuna fish cans.


      He had thirty seconds to meet me behind a shrub before I was out of there.


      The ball was knocked over that way.


      Seventeen, where has she been? I found her with the dandelions. I was running for a pass. It nearly popped off her head.


      I shred the flowers he sends. He comes over and thinks I’ve laid out petals.


      His best friend sees me near the end, and usually he sees me around school but won’t even walk me across the street. Now he was buzzing around my locker, and I wasn’t about to open it. He thought he was being such a friend asking me up front if I was charming his friend. I said, You know, in this story, you’ll still say I’m trying to win him back.


      I hate Toronto in my bed. My friend drops off the latest Royal Trux tape. She says they played once at the Edgewater Hotel, which turns out to be in Toronto. I didn’t know it actually existed. I can’t find the way to my bed, but I know I have to dream tonight.


      I make him give me a lift there, but it’s no use. We get out and have it out on the curb. I touch his cheek. He has baby skin and the whole street is potholes. I tell him I’m going inside. He says okay but don’t do any drugs. I say, Why are you saying this, are you still going to be there of me? I hold my breath to wait for some kind of grip. Some sort of sweaty fingermarks or underwater sound. He says he’s tired and he has to be up early to go to school. He walks toward his car. He lets the words go, You can’t even hug a cat. I rasp, You’re tumbleweed and my heart’s a ghost town.


      He no longer stumbles through it.


      I’m eighteen. I check into the Edgewater Hotel.


      Fumigating silver machines wheel by the doorway. I dream that he and his mother are sealing my sand in glass salt shakers to be sent out to hotel restaurants all across the country.
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      zoon & june & the sleepover guest


      June said to come right over. She’d make a big green salad and she & Zoon would be watching this comedy show they loved to watch as a couple. When I got there, June started giving me the tour but we were talking so much in the kitchen. She had corner store stuff in a bag around her wrist like a bracelet. There was gold glitter nail polish by the salt and pepper shakers and I started to do my toes. Zoon caught a whiff. Salad crunched in his mouth like a mattress.


      Once it was summer and Zoon & June were on a beach in bikinis and each photograph was a kiss. Back at the fridge, they pressed up the photos but it was still cold. June’s mother told them to raid her freezer while she was out of town. They gathered up all the change on their dresser. They bought picture frames.


      Zoon was waiting for his dad to call. June picked up the phone. Police message. A young male attacker with a ponytail was climbing through windows. Zoon & June talked about it with big eyes. The window in the kitchen kept open by a brickish dictionary.


      June helped Zoon lower the extension out the window so he could hear the phone outside. “If my dad phones, it will be to call us ‘teenangels’ again,” Zoon said.


      In the backyard, there was a rocket. A neighbour rocking a little too close. A velvet covered journal on a stone block. There were used cups everywhere collecting something from the sky.


      Zoon waited with his guitar for the words to fall. Then he could string them up like patio lanterns. “Am I just the fungus of my emotions?” I offered for lyrics. Zoon laughed, “I can’t sing the word fungus.” Zoon was staying. Maybe he’d go inside and dust, leaving all the lampshades crooked.


      I told June in the park about lost loves like stepping on ladybugs. June said when I used to be in Geography, she was in her basement in a bathrobe. We wanted to play Frisbee and found one. June said, one time Zoon and her went on a picnic that never ended. Their shadows pumped in and out of the basket.


      Zoon was a statue in the chair that we left him in. June slipped coins between his toes. The coins fell, the dictionary by his feet, the window closed. She reached into her bag and lit them up cigarettes. Their cigarettes, they never rushed. He asked us if we believed in guardian angels because his was a rock star.


      Before, all I thought I knew about them was that they broke into swimming pools. Zoon sat at a table upfront by the band, by the fingers. June saw the whole picture from the bar stool. Carried it bulky in her arms to the bathroom. Left it there. Kept going to the bathroom.


      It was a mall out. Zoon up and down the streets with his running shoes. Popping into one place for money, one place for smokes. Banging on the restaurant windows at the fish inside swimming. June buying watermelon thick as carpet and pink tongue. They let me walk in the middle.


      Zoon set up a place for me to sleep in his music studio, a room at the heart, six feet lower than the rest of the layout. The door was off its hinges, it danced with me on my way in. Zoon sunk a satin sheet down on a couch. Said, “It’ll be like a groupie, you’ll probably slide off.” I asked, were they going to fall asleep to music? He pulled out a drawer that had tapes. “I haven’t done that in a really long time,” he said. “I used to do that all the time.” Me too, but I was acting the role of the sleepover guest.


      Zoon grabbed the door to leave and it collapsed on him. “My dad did come by,” he told it. “He smiled leather in the doorway. I waited but could just crawl in and play on the skeleton bars.” June was a skeleton herself helping Zoon towards the kitchen.


      I was sleeping in Zoon’s eyes. Lucky he saw the world as his bed or I would have slept on, endlessly touring.


      I floated on cat sperm. There was a phone in a tree.


      (for nic and anj)
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      roses are loud, violets are lewd


      There was one home movie that would slip into Pearl’s dreams of her grandmother’s wig falling off and everything would just cut into place including Grandma’s eyes. She could see the wig in Grandma’s hands. And she would think, “The hair is removed from its pain.”


      Then she would add soundtrack . . .


      We were at the nearby McDonalds, John and Driz swaying in their chairs. It was somewhere near the top of the hierarchical list of cool things to do during lunch in high school. Driz had the car to get there.


      John was having his usual coke through double-barrel straw although he was saying, “Why do we come here this fountain shit tastes like liquid lipstick?” and Driz grinned, “Well, I’ll go put some lipstick on then,” and went off to do so.


      And I was like, “John do you really believe everything that girl you’re sweet on says?” And he responded, “Pearl, it’s just like writing (he dreamed of writing in Laundromats). I wouldn’t say it’s half true and half lies, I’d say it’s all true and all eyelash false.”


      There was another movie of Pearl’s grandmother in the kitchen baking cakes. White fluffy cakes with white swirling icing on white counter space. She’d stack them up like sandcastles. And Grandma insisted on keeping the counter space. “My dream is counter space to the moon,” she would say.


      Oh Pearl’s birthday, the party dresses were frilly and perfectly white. CLICK. Grandma who was still blonde and presentable would say outright if it was a bad Polaroid: “WHO took this? I’ll chop off his hands.” Only on this special day was anyone allowed to have one of Grandma’s cakes. “Just for Pearly.” Grandma would scrunch up and whisper, “But it looks soooo lovely,” as she cut a piece sliding the knife down through the layers. And Pearl would hope on the edge of her seat that she'd get the slice with the penny in it. She saw those pennies go into the batter from Grandma’s sultry red change purse. The open and shut snap. If Pearl got the slice with the penny, she’d get her wish.


      John and Driz were already doing couple things that first year of high school, although she’d never admit they were going out. They went camping once Driz got her license, for instance, in the States no less. I could just see them drifting down the highway, constantly feeding the tape deck and everything. But John told me it was such a letdown: it was a total McCampsite with hardly any trees and sites so close to each other it looked like an Astroturf minefield in a parking lot. But then John looked at me and said, “Overall we had a good time even though Driz kicked me out of the tent in the middle of the night. But really, I love the smell of asphalt in the morning.”


      And he went on, “The best was that this boy next to their site was saying to his sister as they were going to bed, ‘Just to let you know, you’re barf!’ and she’d go, ‘No, I insist, you’re barf,’” and John and Driz would say that back and forth to each other before school in the cafeteria where I’d see them every day.


      But it was definitely John who came up with the good lines, like the time we were all at Mrs. Robinson’s place and John wanted Driz to let him open up the photo albums of Driz as a drooling toddler. “Oh come on,” he said. “Let me look through the archives for the peanut butter and jam.”


      Pearl’s mom made butter sandwiches.


      All I remember about my grandfather is how he snapped his leather briefcase shut and waltzed out the door each morning leaving the scent of his cologne behind, the scent of violets. I’d open and close my pudgy hands trying to catch it. He never had a lot of money and only had two or three suits, but he would use the money he had to dry clean those suits every day. I spent all my money on comic books and wearing my hooded sweatshirt and jeans and running shoes. And maybe it made my sadness comfortable and maybe I did it also to piss my mother and grandmother off. But for sure it felt right. One time my grandfather snapped his leather briefcase shut and left for good.


      John said to me, “Do you know in L.A. they have graffiti on trees?” While the weather was still cool, we could wait for the school bells by a tree in the front. “I wish I had a cousin in L.A. who could send me Death cigarettes. It’s all in the packaging, the packaging is wild. Jet black and it’s got this skull on the front with cross bones. Hey, aren’t these jeans great?’


      Driz had shown John how to bleach his jeans and now he’d be into bleach forever.


      Driz’s car was covered in one big coat of nail polish. She was coming back from making sure it wasn’t chipped.


      “In New York City the garbage bins are like fish-net stockings,” he said.


      Tide was the neighbour. Eighteen and working on this fifties convertible in his parents’ garage. Pearl went over there to sit on his car like a hood ornament. She was twelve. She’d watch him for a long time, dying for him to drive something by her mind.


      He would look at her with his eyes and say, “High school sucks. By the end, all your friends have yellow teeth.”


      And he had all these tools, and every time something wouldn’t work, he would get all uptight and make a dent in the car. A new dent every time and Pearl would laugh. She asked him, “So are you going to sail her somewhere pretty when you’re done? California? Miami? Venice Beach? Mexico? And he said, “No, I’m going to sell it, girl, make big bucks.” And every day she’d sit there, her head going vrmm, vroommm trying not to let the sound turn to vacuum.


      Her mom would stick her nose out the door and start screaming dinner.


      Grade six finally sucked me in. It had been years since I’d had a proper friend, and I couldn’t handle trying to figure out what to do at recess twice a day, where to sit at lunch. But this particular teacher with purple highlights in her flair hair noticed that I was a waterfall during the national anthem. And at lunch she put aside her Styrofoam coffee cup with the bright lipstick marks and said, “Will you help me clean up?” For one hour, I didn’t have to think about lunch.


      Then I couldn’t do homework. I’d come home and watch Family Feud ‘cuz it wasn’t like Jeopardy. I actually knew the answers, sometimes. And at night, my heart would beat too loudly. I didn’t want to see a psychologist because one teacher had told us that you couldn’t be President of the United States if you’d ever seen a psychologist, and I didn’t want to close any doors for myself.


      John said, “Kids know that first in line mostly means you’ve been waiting for the bus the longest.” John and Pearl were actually heading to catch the bus at the time, Pearl sort of diverging from the natural bee-line to the bus stop. There was a cigarette pack on the ground and John kicked it. “Hey,” he smiled, “go ahead and kick it.” “Not that far,” he said. “It kicks back at you, no?” He ran and grabbed the pack and brought it up to her face: “It’s a full one.” As soon as they lit up cigarettes, the bus came, another thing that kids know or find out very fast. She could deal with every organ rotting except one, she thought. They headed for the back of the bus and sat down. Both of them staring blankly forward.


      And Pearl came home and her mother was doing needlepoint stitch by stitch. The needle going under as she asked, “How was your day, hon?” And it was always, “Fine.” Her mother tugged on the string, bringing it closer. Pearl ran up the stairs to her room, racing to get to John’s books.


      “Don’t look at the words like they’re a bunch of bricks – that’s somebody’s guts splattered on the page right there,” John had said lending Pearl books he had underlined to make her more focused. She followed these lines plank-like, hoping they’d lead to him, to her, to the period at the end of the sentence that would say dive in.


      Deep in the suburbs on a cold winter night when everyone else was sleeping long before she ever picked up a guitar, she would go into the garage and would keep the clothes dryer on to stay warm and she would write in her journal as if looking for something.


      Pearl found the briefcase in the garage, and she didn’t need a key to open it. But hadn’t he left with it? She knelt down. It was under the tricyles and the red wheelbarrow. She put out her thumbs and pushed back the shiny brass buttons on the ends and the buckle snapped open and for that instant, it all clicked just as she remembered. Inside, there was that scent of violets. It was late and the night was coming in, trying to fill in the garage, circling around the hanging bare light bulb. And there was a card and pearls rolling around: “I’m sorry we’ve been scrounging so much but I wanted to save to buy this necklace for you.”


      Pearl scooped up each pearl and carried them in like eggs that were about to hatch. She snuck one of her mom’s needles and strung the pearls up slowly until each pearl was hanging by the string and then she wore them.


      Immediately Pearl felt that wave again like a hand passing over a crystal ball, and instinctively she put her head down to stop the feeling. She could just imagine her grandmother holding her up that first time in the hospital light, turning Pearl in her fingers saying, “She is perfect as a pearl, really, because, you know, sometimes the cord gets around the neck and the face turns blue.”


      Driz was still going around in and out of the cafeteria frantically harassing people, even guys, for a tampon. John looked down at his key on his string necklace and promised, “One day I’m going to have janitor keys. None of this latch-kid key business. I want those skeleton keys. That’ll be cool.”


      John had his usual coke can in front of him.


      “You know that stuff can disintegrate pennies?” Pearl said.


      At night on her pillow, Pearl could hear Tide’s skateboard do lines outside. Sometimes she’d look up and watch him. He’d go back and forth, never leaving the frame of her window and she’d repeat, “Leave the frame, leave the frame.” And when she closed her eyes, she knew how he’d be, all knees jutted out and hands balancing, riding the asphalt. And the last thing she would hear before drifting off to sleep would be an older male whispering. The same voice that said, “Don’t forget to take walks every half hour to clear the cobwebs in your head.” The voice would drum out, “Child, you are now floating down a river . . .”


      I worried about John nights, How could I help him? It never got to crying with him at school, but I’d gaze at those turquoise lines on his forearms and think they must be carrying all that water. In the days, I saw him and whatever he did, that was John, but at night he could have disappeared down waterfalls for all I knew.


      “I have to walk the dog,” Tide told her. Pearl got up and followed. They headed down back toward the ravine. Tide pointed, “See that tree. That’s the tree where my friend and I used to pitch apples at each other. Now he’s dead.” That was enough to shut Pearl up on top of her being silent, but she still thought, “Well I’ve never done that.”


      The dog went loose and ran up to the water. It had beer cans floating on top and was way too dark to see all the rocks underneath. But the dog as it got all muddy pawing through, revealed in bits the layers and layers of trash. Pearl was sitting up by the path on the grass, wondering where the ravine went, this bubbling brook.


      John tried calling Pearl at home once the weight of the phone felt like a bone in Pearl’s hand. She started at its whiteness. “. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .And she’s totally wigged out . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . you’ve got to check out her mother, man . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .she lives just down the ravine from you . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . So, what do you think?”


      She was trying to piece all the bits together.


      “Don’t get silent on me, Pearl . . .”


      “Is the final cut when the rose is clipped by the wooer?” This is what Pearl was thinking when out of the kitchen window, she saw John in the backyard nipping a rose from Mrs. Robinson’s rosebushes.


      I only actually slept over at Driz’s once and we made the trip to the corner store for gumballs and such and the ol’ movie and all these pill-like candies came out. It freaked me out that they looked like pills and I dropped them. The thing was, when I dropped them, I was laughing hysterically and later I was all hyper-bouncing around in her living room. Driz gawked, “Pearl, I’ve never seen you like this!” because I had such a serious side at school. Even then when I accepted such comments, in my head I was like, “Fuck you.”


      Her wardrobe was all sorted by colour and it was as if she’d made sure that she had every shade available. “One for every mood,” she said. Driz didn’t have more than one mood.


      I asked her what she thought of John and she said, “He drooled on his cool a long time ago.”


      “You know the whole time we were driving down to the campsite,” she said, “he kept feeding me his half baked ideas instead of shutting the fuck up and listening to some music for a second and tell me, Pearl, does anyone really care when making a mixed tape and you come to the end of a side, do you A) fill in all the space even if you cut off a song or B) have only whole songs even if this means a two minute wait of total silence?”


      It was at that sleepover that I met Mrs. Robinson. She came down in her black silk kimono ready to take on coffee. She made it, one hand looking after a cigarette. The smoke seemed to have a dark cloud effect on Driz. I had never seen her so still. But Mrs. Robinson danced around Driz, her hips closing drawers behind her and then the microwave door. Then she took her coffee and wiggled down into her seat. She smiled at me through lipstick that made her lips look like worm skin and I tried to calm myself down by the window with a great view of the backyard.


      Mrs. Robinson liked her coffee hot. She’d take two sips of coffee, then go, “Ugh,” and have to heat it up again. The fourth set of rings wasn’t the microwave for a change. It was John at the front door with the rose for Driz. A rose.


      John came in and sat down, and Mrs. Robinson opened her legs a bit so you could see this sash tied around her upper left thigh. Driz flopped the rose on the table and was like, “Whatever, let the drooling begin.”


      “All good parties end up emitting noise from the kitchen,” John would tell Pearl years later. Now little Pearl would be the first. She’d come down the curved staircase afraid of falling through the spaces of the railing. And she’d go and sit in the small chair and stare at the big wad of butter in the glass tray, the hairs on her back on end. Her mother would go down the stairs next, looking at the rail as if this is how it felt for someone to hold your hand. Then Grandma would descend the stairs as if they were a fan, one high-heeled shoe after another.


      At the end of the year, Driz had a party at her house in the backyard and John puked all over the rosebushes. “My mom’s going to kill me,” Driz spat over his shriveled up body. He came with me to kneel in another spot in the backyard. But kept vomiting. I had my thin arms around him, one over his clammy forehead, one around his waist, and I sat there cradling with him, praying for it to stop. And then his mouth was just intricate froth. It came out like last words when people get shot on screen. And I saw his eyes. He was gazing through wisps of hair at Driz’s blonde hair swishing all over the garden as she tried to cover things with dirt, looking like quite a music video but not coming over here.


      I got to my room and shut the door. The walk of clothes to the closet and then the ransacking for my guitar. I slowly took off each piece of clothing and then took the guitar out of its hard case and banged on it a few times, drifting to this....


      My guitar teacher is playing his acoustic. His right hand is a hummingbird caught in strings. His three end fingers are up and fluttering as he strums and then stammers, Ring. Ring! It’s got to ring. His two knees are in the air and he’s almost telling the hummingbird to fly off to doveness. I watch, waiting for him to utter, “Now you try it.” But eventually he just says, “Well, I guess that’s it for today.”


      Putting the guitar aside, I saw there was this red slash on my upper right thigh from where the guitar had been.


      “I used to go out with high rollers!” This was seeping in under the door. My hair in my hands. The last thing John had said to me was, “I don’t understand why Driz’s so freaked out about her mom’s rosebushes, Mrs. Robinson really likes me.”


      John came over to Pearl’s house for the first time and Grandma said, “Ooooohh, a visitor. Let me get one of my cakes I’ve been saving.” And she brought one up from the downstairs freezer. It was all Saran-wrapped. “I used to make such beautiful cakes. Now my fingers are coursing with pain. I don’t bake anymore. But at least I saved a lot of them.” She got out a big butcher’s knife and cut through all the layers saying, “So how do you know my granddaughter?” And she put a piece of cake on a dainty china dish and handed it to John. It was sprouting green mould.


      Pearl’s mother came rushing in. “The cakes must go,” she said. “All sixty-six of them.” Grandma stood by, biting her nails to raw, “How can you waste food! Didn’t I teach you anything? Oh, my beautiful cakes.”


      And Mother having to find the tranquilizer. And John having to be there now for the first time, his eyes all in awe as the needle went in. And Grandma grabbing John’s arm saying, “But you will stay for cake.” And John, looking down, must have framed the image of those bony fingers around his arm tied together at the knuckle because he’d later tell Pearl that’s what he was always reminded of. And six body-bag looking bags in the corner filled with Grandma’s beautiful cakes.


      INT. JOHN. DAY


      John goes into the side-washroom at a gas station. He leans his arms up on the sink in front of the mirror and is looking at his bare arms. He and Driz haven’t made it to the campground yet, so he is taking in the fact and taking it in long that there are no mosquito bites up and down the veins. He knows she strings him around but he is forever after why. This time the soundtrack is clearer than ever as the trucks outside leave and leave over hearts that flash red.
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      the tubs


      Eddie walked in and through the apartment to the fridge door. Her roommate’s green parsnips and coriander leaves would trestle down to ones that were already shriveled up on her barren bottom shelf, which was masking taped and marked Eddie. She let the door slide, her unfinished tin of Carnation evaporated milk in hand. The few people left were just her roommates sprawled out into a pipe-thin forest. Using up the whole cream-coloured couch. That couch could have been the center of the universe.


      º º º


      A toilet flushes. A river flowing through all this.


      Eddie tore in there like she had to use the washroom. Found herself sitting on the edge of the bathtub facing this guy, both feet out.


      What are you doing here? she asked.


      I got bounced out of a punk show for spitting beer at the band.


      He obviously was doing something with the guitar on his lap, though so it was one of those dumb questions. It was then that he leaned over and whispered through curled fingers holding a cigarette, The bathroom has the best acoustics. You try it. Say something.


      She thought of the others.


      He started bending some strings for her. Made her see this image of him smashing guitar to its wooden bits to toothpick the soul. The faucet kept dripping like one annoying tear a second.


      Eddie’s head all bendy and not sure what to do, let the guy grab her as they were out the back door.


      Now there is something about Montreal apartments in the Plateau area because a lot of them have these porcelain bathtubs with legs that curl under, and this backyard had a few old ones just sitting there.


      They swirled down the fire escape, appearing in one of the bathtubs. There was some light coming from the apartment windows, but there was no worry of her roommates looking out the window at them, not even Kent. It was as if those guys couldn’t see as far as their fingerprints let alone out the window. Except maybe Kent who was planning the next ten years.


      The guitar case was there beside them, but she didn’t remember hearing it land. There was duct tape around that and everything. His elbow, his boots. Through glances away from the ground, Eddie noticed him lighting a cigarette with a Zippo. He had stringy hair.


      She looked back at his guitar case on the tufts of grass and tried to think of something to say.


      So I guess you want to be a rock star then, is that it? she finally murmured.


      If I was a rock star, I’d scatter white roses all over this bathtub for you, and maybe you’d only notice the green leaves. He exhaled.


      º º º


      He spoke in his throaty way, I see us in a bathtub on the closest thing there is to seaweed, but not close enough. Those buildings are all the same box houses just sitting in their square of ice cube tray like fat Jell-O. And pretty soon the sugar will start pouring through the chimneys into the TV sets and there will be lonely shivering people on the couches trying to fall asleep by these static windows.


      When he glanced back at Eddie, he looked like he was sorry, he’s just been around the Plateau too many times.


      He wore a trashy olive green leather jacket and was called Toad.


      Look up there. She pointed to the neighbour’s cement sun deck. See those plants and statues of the sea horses and big stones. The rusted grill over the charcoaled wok. The scattered cigarette packs. That landlord and his old lady are wild. They stole most of the plants and the flower pots from a graveyard.


      And he said, God, you’re right, they even have a pink flamingo.


      [She was looking at their circle of sun chairs.]


      º º º


      Toad watched Eddie. This girl would hardly talk, figuring things like lather. Made him reach for yet another cigarette.


      He seemed to be steadying himself, trying not to let the words come out too jump, I live alone, right, and that gets – Well, once I showed up early at some friend’s party with a paper shopping bag full of my posters and a lamp and practically all my little shell-shaped soaps.


      º º º


      He asked her, Do you believe in mutual suffering for a couple or non-suffering with recognition of the other person suffering?


      I’m starting to believe more in sounds, she said, and so I would say I believe in lying down on white sheets and hearing the sound of someone you love splashing around in the bathtub not too far away.


      The living room couch came crashing off the balcony and over their heads.


      º º º


      Toad was watching Eddie, who was trying not to look at the couch. It didn’t seem like she even heard the thud after it went down.


      If there were water in the tub, there’d be those concentric circles that seemed to break before they reached her.


      Toad helped her turn around, and now she was lying with her back against his stomach. She grabbed her belt with her hands to hold on, trying to make that calming effect in her stomach.


      º º º


      He was already in the bathtub and she saw herself standing outside gazing in. He was whispering, Sink or swim. Sinkorswim. Sinkerswum. And she was trying to toss herself in.


      One toe in and she felt herself turning to stone. Eddie had thought about swimming many times. But pools were always way too cold. There were these girls she knew who made an effort to go to the “baths” all the time. The idea was to get control by exercising. One girl confided to Eddie once, when freaking out, she would tell herself, Go swim. I’d be doing laps steaming up my goggles, she told Eddie, it was ridiculous, crying.


      And Toad was just lying there waiting for her in the tub, feet up on the rim. The muscles inside his boots throbbed through the skin like lungs, in, out. In and out.


      º º º


      It was his beat-up boots with duct tape suspended there that made her finger down the sides of the tub covering some of the rust spots making it more and more white.


      Toad took out a can of beans and balanced it on the rim at the front of the tub. He said, You should see me on a road trip: I warm cans up on the dashboard.


      Eddie looked at him. Well a tub is a vessel.


      And he said, No, it’s not. It’s a holding tank.


      If Eddie knew how, she would grab friends from the world like bands grabbed musicians. You’re an excellent trumpet player, stand here. Toad was looking at her like she wasn’t considering something.


      º º º


      Look, I can’t sing, she finally said. I’ll croak. We couldn’t busk it out on the road or anything, so I hope you’re not souping up some great duo.


      He started to stroke her hair, and she realized she had already gotten him under her skin.


      She asked him, If the love song you write about me is shit, will you think it’s not really love?


      It wouldn’t really be shit if I was in love.


      She was thinking, Maybe we can sleep here while I vessel into dream . . .


      Toad hugged her more so that she wasn’t looking at the falling leaves but at the lights around that went ballistic.


      º º º


      She was walking down St. Catherine Street, and she came upon a hot dog vendor on the corner at Union. He was standing there alone beside his hot dog cart. He told her he could cart off at any time, he built the wheels himself, but he’d always be outside. He apologized profusely for the runny ketchup. Then he leaned over and whispered something, but someone else’s words were coming through.


      º º º


      Will you go to the ocean with me?


      º º º


      She was back in her grade 13 chem class and her lab partner was lighting up the Bunsen burner with a Zippo, telling her he needed her help, he couldn’t wait for her forever, she’d better snap out of it. Her chem. teacher was at the front of the class reclining with a smile, Don’t forget to boil all the water off slowly. We want residue. Pure residue. What do we call this? Precipitate. He had pen dots all above the top of his lab coat pocket where he kept sticking his pen. He said, We are all flat road holy toads. Now remember class, if you stick a frog in hot water, it will jump out right away. But if you stick it in lukewarm water and slowly turn the temperature up, you’ll have a nice blown up frog in the pot.


      º º º


      Toad couldn’t sleep and was lighting another one of his Export A Green cigarettes, the kind some call Green Death.


      He looked over at Eddie. Soon the sun would make everything white, and Eddie would be shuffling her papers for school.


      He left looking at the tubs dotting the grass even though every morning he had poured out little puddles of milk for the cats on his green linoleum floor hoping for a scene like this one.


      º º º


      When Eddie woke up, she had black lines on her cheek and ear from his eyeliner. It was all she had as a note from him.


      º º º


      It begins with the piece of paper in your hand and the handwriting. I asked my dad if I could have his signature style for my own and he said: Behind the signature of a person are so many incidents and crazy times and you want your own, don’t you? And so I was thinking when this guy and I were whirling down the fire escape, did that affect my H’s? Because if you think about it, a capital H could be like two people touching hands. And meeting this guy, it was like how I first saw an envelope being opened in a whole new way to my perception of the way things were done: from the side instead of the top. The folded pages come out like sea-shells from a paper shopping bag instead of sideways like a presentation. And when he bent down to kiss my hand like some other time than so do you want to rent a movie or do the restaurant thing again: that would have had to be a lower case h situation. The h started things, and you didn’t know what was going to happen to him and her and still don’t.


      º º º


      Instead of going up the fire escape, she went around to the front and up the stairs. It was a gray Saturday. There might be mail because Phase and Kent would just leave her mail in the box if it had her name on it. When she peered in, there was a white business-sized envelope addressed to her. She tore it open from the side. It was from her dad.


      She was always tearing into the apartment like she had to use the washroom and then was always sneaking back out like she didn’t buy anything.


      º º º


      So Kent e-mailed me from school: Well, this teacher is only giving me an A-. All alphabet stuff. I mean, some of my friends were all of a sudden using e-mail and would constantly ask, Are you using? I sent them each a pen.


      º º º


      They found a dead rat in Phase’s room. They kept talking about the maggots and not the rat. Even when things die, they’re still talking about the presentation, Eddie thought. Phase wouldn’t stop sobbing so finally Eddie went and got some toilet paper and handed her some.


      They’re just white things, Eddie said.


      They’re hardly white, Phase replied. And anyways, white is a lie.


      Eddie went to the tubs to wait, told herself, Believe in white till the end.


      º º º


      Before that night, she had only seen the tubs from behind a window. She brought Phase’s carpetbag full of party favours. She hoped he’d bring a bag full of tuxedo shirts and bloated books from times that he fell asleep in the tub at his place. She took off her shoes. She let her toe sink into the skin-coloured sand by the side of the tub whitening and whitening, thinking I still want to get letters –


      By now she was attracting the leaves as they pattered down on her, covering. Pretty soon she was wishing for Toad so much that she saw a key-lime Pacer trickling towards the expressway to the ocean and maybe he’d take her along.


      º º º


      When her roommates finally stomped into Eddie’s room, Eddie was already gone. Kent with his parasitic eye for business saw the letter on the floor and picked it up.


      Mom had a tiring day visiting. She went to bed early and was getting ready for tomorrow. She was last seen eating popcorn and reading a harlequin romance.


      Dad.


      And who knows where the hot dog vendor’s words were now but then he had whispered to Eddie, When all is said and done, it’s the wind that blew like handwriting.
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      the hero in the grass


      (or how she will see him tomorrow)


      The girl and her boyfriend would be on horses, something like Sugar and Chester, and there would be no marked trail. Once in awhile they would stop and look at carvings on the sides of mountains and he would pretend to know what they were, and they would not fight.


      He gets into a cab with three knapsacks under his arms like pillows. She’s lying on the bed, body racking, with no pillow at all. He throws his head back, “I forgot to close the front door.” The whole inside of her apartment looks like a garage sale. He is thinking of the open door. He thinks he’s left an open wound.


      The girl tears through the morning on her bike. She had time on her hands like a gift that could easily break. She had come into the dep to get a coffee and is leaving with one. She rips off the plastic from her cigarettes like she is ripping off her face.


      The boyfriend drags himself over from the other side of town. Somehow the girl has put a chandelier in each room. He hears her pissing, and it sounds like ideas shattering.


      She used to busk in the metro. He had probably walked into one of her songs. A song about someone running.


      He is knocked out on her couch. He once bought books in different cities. He thinks, “If you lift my skin off and peer in, you will only see brown rainbows.”


      The girl is in her room with her best friend. They have names for everything. The best friend puts on her librarian glasses and walks out. The girl sticks her head out and says in the general direction of her boyfriend, “Well, are you next?” He follows her in.


      He sits at the kitchen table as she rolls out cookie dough with a wine bottle. He says, “I think your neighbours are throwing buckets of snow off the roof.” She treads over to the window, “They’re defrosting the fridge. I think that’s what’s happening.”


      He still has his suit jacket on from his court date. She is teasing him about having a crush on his lawyer.


      She goes for a sandwich. There are two pieces of bread. Some light comes through the window and the bread looks like the surface of the moon.


      Down the hall on the bathroom door is scrawled, THE FLESH ROOM. The hero is out in the grass.
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      lindsey and me on a party


      One summer Lindsey let me drive her around in a car.


      Her relationship had ended abruptly with Dayton. She told me in the car when I was digging into her French fries.


      I covered all the fires with ketchup. I told her, “Things are slowly deteriorating with me and my boyfriend. He told me he’s going away in September. He’s not going to be there.”


      It was first love for both of us. Gone.


      I sprinkled salt into the ketchup. Lindsey was brutally shocking and horribly funny and I heard once terribly mean. She said, “I feel like dancing.” This meant we were off to a dance club. I didn’t feel like dancing but I was already bouncing around in the car.


      My boyfriend was surprised. I had always made him drive if we were going anywhere. And why Lindsey? He heard she threw a lot of tantrums, or her sister did. “Anyway, glass ends up breaking.”


      Lindsey was more honk-sensitive than I was. My confidence was up. Her parents liked me. I found out she read books. Ones with short stories in them.


      “Who reads short stories?” I had thought.


      I paid attention as she made faces to punctuate the stories she told. I found myself in picture-like poses.


      We had other kinds of conversations too. The kind where she sat very still and laughed nervously.


      She told me she had really loved Dayton. She studied up on the things he liked. She tried not to be intimidated by the many friends he went to the movies with. He made her so nervous, she often puked at night just thinking about him.


      She had a framed poster Dayton had given her still hanging on the wall. I didn’t tell her she should take it down. I had a stuffed animal my boyfriend had given me that he had his whole life. He had said, “The eyes fell off, but I always pretended it could see anyway.”


      Her father gently sat on the couch watching TV while I was waiting for Lindsey to come down. He looked like he was looking into mountains. He had all the patience and calmness of someone who has journeyed into mountains. I sat down and felt like saying, I feel like she is trying out a subdued sort of friend.


      He looked over at me as if his neck was in a brace. He asked me, “Do you know where you’re going? You should always plan a way to avoid traffic.”


      “No, I haven’t planned on anything,” I said.


      Their dog came up to me and attacked my knees. Lindsey hurried down and tapped it on the nose. “Be nice to my friend,” she said.


      My boyfriend and I set Lindsey up with this guy named Terry. We all sat on a blanket and watched fireworks like chess pieces waiting to be moved. Terry was really an inappropriate match, I felt awful about it. He was a heavy joker and Lindsey sat there trying to smile. Wanting to like him. Her jaw loosely swinging on hinges. My boyfriend and I should have picked someone a little more sensitive.


      Terry’s ice cream plunged into the grass, and he was the only one laughing as he jumped up to buy a new one.


      It was the end of summer. Lindsey said she wished her soul could be like perfume. I said I wished mine could be like feathers.


      One time I thought I saw my ex-boyfriend and honked but he kept walking. Lindsey heard and slid into the front seat glad to see me and it was the following summer.


      She thought I’d be proud about Craig. Now Craig did a lot of things to naked girls in fur coats and described them vividly to Lindsey over the summer. Lindsey was much amused by this and talked him through it, through weeks of episodes. They were like an ongoing brother and sister. They had debates.


      He convinced her to go to a rock show that I had to see. Lindsey kept dragging me into the washroom for most of it. Her perfume was up against the smell of toilets, and she kept pouring it on. I was in love with the band and felt the music evaporating.


      “Just forget about him and enjoy the show,” I screamed.


      Craig ended up putting his arm around her, his hand holding a plastic cup, and beer splashed in her face. She wanted him to kiss her. But didn’t want him to.


      In the car on the way home, Lindsey was not going to go to any more rock concerts with me and I had only gone to one movie with Dayton at that point.


      I decided to go on my own and tell Lindsey about Dayton myself. I hadn’t spoken to her in months. She listened calmly. She didn’t make a scene. I left right after. There were no hugs goodbye just eyes plunging into her hands.


      On the sidewalk, I tried to piece it together. He was in the stairway and the cigarettes landed on the floor as birds flew out of a tree. He was a jester on the sidewalk with the family dog when I had to do some deep thinking. He was on a couch in a friend’s kitchen when I was far away from home.


      Dayton took my hand and went over all the differences between him and my ex-boyfriend to ensure in my mind that it would work out. I went home and looked at the stuffed animal my ex-boyfriend had given me, its eyes pecked out.


      I asked about Lindsey from time to time. It was like clearing out the last few of her gum wrappers from the floor of the car before giving the car back to my parents. It was like looking for scraps of food.


      I waited for Dayton in his kitchen to come back with dinner. Outside in the living room he had a million books he had read. I could never come close to reading a sliver of them. I thought maybe I could start with some short stories.


      Dayton came back with all the ingredients for a Caesar salad in a shopping bag. He put the head of lettuce on a chopping block.


      “I had coffee with Lindsey today,” he said. The lettuce fell apart like feathers. I held one up and waited for him to go on. “She went on and on about herself.”


      Whenever I felt the worry come on, I generally ended it by not talking about Lindsey at all. If we did talk about her, it was in a hushed way like her soul was in the coffee.


      “How’s she doing?”


      “She was in good spirits. She thinks first loves should keep in touch.” Then Dayton’s eyes dodged about the room a bit and he said, “She told me she’s never going to forgive you.”


      The clouds looked like shredded Kleenex.


      Lindsey had put heaps of sugar into our coffees, and it escaped from the spoon. She turned up the radio until it made us bump into things. She tossed her closet on the bed saying, “Honestly, we can go anywhere tonight. You decide.”
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      honeysuckle


      Honeysuckle laughed loud from the showers in Residence and sang at the top of her lungs. “If I could pick my friends, I would,” I’d think in my bed late at night. She let me come to the library with her. She studied all the time. She studied in the science library instead of the arts one as if that would make it more serious. She hated her name. Didn’t hate it really but was annoyed by it. Meanwhile, I’d be telling my mom, Honeysuckle and I did this, and Honeysuckle said this, and my mom would think I had an imaginary friend.


      Honeysuckle had an exercise bottle for water, and I had to keep getting up to use the water fountain.


      I was trying to get into a creative writing class and wrote poems like “mother and son” pretending I had to raise a kid by myself and was handling it fine. The poem was such fantasy and skipping on the lawn. It rhymed.


      I’d tell Honeysuckle as much about me as I could, while she packed her schoolbag. She gave me a sponge to stick up my vagina. I don’t think I even took it out of the box. It just sat in with my underwear drawer like an air freshener.


      Burrita had a mouth louder than Honeysuckle. Burrita would open her mouth and there would be this black hole. Burrita would say to Honeysuckle, “Let’s make everyone think we’re a couple,” and they would stroll down the sidewalk holding hands. They’d plunk their salads down in the dining hall and everyone else relied on glasses of pop.


      Shrieking came from Honeysuckle’s room. Burrita was laughing knocking her head on the wall. Soon everyone knew. “I haven’t even had SEX,” Honeysuckle screamed, “and I got CRABS!” Burrita and Honeysuckle walked off with all Honeysuckle’s clothes bundled in sheets, Burrita telling everyone to stand back. Someone dropped a popcorn maker into my hands.


      By next semester Honeysuckle and Burrita moved out. They made coffee in the morning and stirfrys at night. “I had a dream I peed oil,” Burrita said.


      I walked by the dep where I had seen Honeysuckle buy a yogurt cup and ask for a spoon. Once she had bought three oranges.


      I was sitting in Honeysuckle’s room and she had to wash a plate that was in the sink. They didn’t have a living room. Burrita’s room was closed off by a purple scarf.


      Burrita had made a huge lasagna and offered Honeysuckle some without looking at me. I felt like a little cactus plant on the window ledge and then I was outside.


      By the end of they year, Honeysuckle announced she was living alone. I asked her who I should live with and she said Burrita.


      º º º


      Burrita gave me the purple scarf to drape over my window. I didn’t look outside the whole year.


      My friend brought over a pineapple. “I tried to pick something you’d find original,” he said. It looked like some kind of doll. I carried it over to the counter by its hair and made him cut it.


      “I’ll just carve out the time and come see you,” Burrita was saying to Honeysuckle on the phone.


      Burrita got a lot of calls from this guy named Westley. “You’re calling me from an airplane. Are you insane?” she told him. “Is the fact that you live over a bar supposed to impress me?” He wanted to take her to Paris once and she wouldn’t go. “Who do you think you are?” she hollered back into the phone.


      She started to pace the floor with her combat boots at the crack of sunlight.


      Westley had built his bed three feet from the ceiling that he covered in glow-in-the-dark stars. “Can I lie in your bed?” I asked him. He nodded and went to look for Burrita.


      We heard he had fallen from his bed one night. His parents had to be called in from New York and looked over their son like he was a shattered coffee table.


      º º º


      Honeysuckle’s new boyfriend held up this box I had decorated for her birthday and twirled it around. Honeysuckle had gone out to walk the dog. He said, “So, Burrita told me you’re still a virgin.”


      He got up when Honeysuckle sat back down on the couch. She said, “This is the place where we watch the news channel all night.”


      I said, “Life got scary. I went out with my best friend and you went out with an adult! But it’s our time for life to be scary.”


      But of course, I didn’t say that, I just made fun of the CDs in their music rack.


      I was waitressing and tired and the supermarket was an extra bright place. Honeysuckle’s boyfriend was staring down the people who walked out. He grabbed the French breadstick from out of my shopping bag and said aghast, “It’s just flour and sugar.” I smelled liked restaurant. He was cracking the bread in his hand, “You can roll it up into a ball. For the same price, you can get a freshly baked one from the bakery down the street.”


      I stared back. “Listen,” he said, “I’m sorry. Honeysuckle just got me to quit smoking. Carry on.”


      I thought I’d make it out the doors but he hollered, “Why don’t you give Honeysuckle a call?”


      “You wouldn’t believe how much of an upkeep a dog is,” Honeysuckle said, “and how many tickets I’ve gotten for letting it loose in the park.” We ducked into these apartment grounds with a pool and deckchairs and were a little nervous about getting caught. She told me a story about how her and her high school friends crashed this hotel pool and went skinny dipping.


      “How could you let me live with Burrita?” I said. My tone made her call out insanely cute names towards the dog. She put her hand on the dog and gazed into the pool. She looked like she wanted to check into a hotel even just for a night.


      She said, “I thought you guys would get along.”


      I asked her if she still was friends with Burrita and she said, “Burrita is a high-maintenance friend.”


      “She called me a pig,” I said. We both laughed.


      “She thought I was a pig too.”


      “But she wouldn’t call you a pig,” I said. No one was in the pool. “Burrita talks to me through this chalkboard she put on the wall.”


      Honeysuckle said, “I miss though when she is caring and sweet like when she’d make me a whole lasagna.”


      We hurried past the guard and were free. She chirped rubbing down the dog, “We’re going to go home now and make me a beautiful cappuccino.”


      That day I forgot that I hadn’t drunk any coffee and ended up under a black veil in the Emergency waiting room.


      Westley was there with a roommate who had fallen somewhere. Westley still had his casts on.


      “Are you still living with Burrita? Have you seen her?" he asked.


      “No,” I answered like I was dreaming. His casts were filled with signatures.
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      atlanta’s story


      My dad is holding my hand carefully, and I’m looking straightforward into miles and miles of snow. I am like a small child with a large suitcase.


      Dad starts patting his parka banging on the pockets. He finds a small box in the zipper on his arm. It’s like stuffing coming out. He says, “You should have an emergency food supply.”


      The first time I go over to Marshall’s and every time thereafter, he is a snowfall of light questions. “Can I offer you some water?” “Do you want some cigarettes?” “It that chair cushiony enough?” “Can I make you some tea?” “Do you want to use the phone in this room?” “Who are you calling?” He says, “Feel free to crash into my place any time. Take advantage.”


      Marshall is always in front of his computer. He calls me every time he saves a document.


      For our first big show at my friend’s loft, Marshall foiled his hair. I thought he should’ve showed up with the tin foil still wrapped around the strands of hair. He’d be our shiny tin man. He’d be there standing in the large field when I was young, and I’d find nothing for miles and miles. But he’d be there, hand frozen in a wave.


      My mother has never left the farm. She writes me long letters about the farm. The farm is protected and gated. The farm has watchdogs. She lets them loose at night to come find me with their drooling hungry snarls.


      Marshall is on his hands and knees.


      “Okay, you can see Tucker,” he wails. “Just don’t stop seeing me.”


      “How do you know about Tucker?”


      “Then I’m right. I knew it.”


      “You’re going to have to lie down.”


      “So I can look dead and reassure you. You told me I look dead lying down.”


      Let’s say Marshall and I were to walk down the street. This is Coles Notes to Marshall. I should write Coles Notes for his next girlfriend because I can. First of all, be sure to see him. Comment on his eyes or how his suit looks that day. When you see a flower, you cannot just see a flower. You must both be seeing the flower together.


      Tucker goes to the store to buy these cheap brand of cigarettes called Angel Dust. When he comes back, he catches me tying dandelions to the Family Wagon’s aerial. “We are not a sixties revival band,” he tells me. His cigarette, which I stole, fills my throat with cobwebs.


      He has gone inside to make instant coffee, so I go inside to check my messages. Marshall’s called, he’s in his cage looking. The million errors on the screen like stars in the sky being eaten.


      In the Family Wagon crawling through the suburbs, the street lights age giving off a raw egg ring. It had been a bad performance tonight. The girls in the front were screaming through all my slow songs. It’s like you can’t be pretty any more. At the end, I curtsied and thoroughly disgusted them.


      The wide front window in the Family Wagon makes me feel pretty high up. Makes me feel underwater. The rear-view mirror rocking back and forth.


      I feel like crying. Tucker reaches into his jacket, and I have this crazy idea he’ll pull out those plastic wrapped Kleenexes, the kind that old gentleman with fedora hats carry around. He pulls out a pack of Angel Dust.


      Up ahead, a little boy is walking a cat on a leash, which might be normal but it’s three-thirty in the morning.


      “Hey Tucker, isn’t that Rake’s brother? Stop the car. Stop the car.” I think only after that I’m hitting him pretty hard on the arm.


      We catch up to the turd and Tucker runs and gets him and then we go to Jim and Rake’s.


      They are in bed hanging out. I picture Jim wearing the bottom half of a fuzzy pajama set and Rake wearing the top half, but in reality, Rake is wearing some lingerie of mine that she borrowed a while ago.


      Tucker and the kid climb into bed with them.


      Jim sweeps up the kid’s cat. “Look, Rake,” he says. “We have a special guest.” Pat, pat, pat. “Hi, Pussy Fat.”


      The kid takes Rake by the hand and leads her to the kitchen. The cat is pouncing on the beer tops scraping the floors. The cat is in the kitchen. “Stop stealing all my pens, you motherfucker,” Rake is screaming. She comes back in the bedroom for a cigarette. “Don’t worry, I’m usually nice to the cat in the morning.”


      Rake and the kid eventually return with French toast. Tucker shovels it in and keeps giving me these crazed grins. He sprinkles sugar until he covers his plate. My feet are ice cold. I grab his hand and it has a fork in it.


      Marshall is telling me he has made up his mind in an open green field. “I’m going to marry Miss Lovely Blue Eye Shadow Lady and you can have all the freedom you want.”


      It sounds so final.


      “You can’t do that,” I say.


      “It’s done,” he says. “I bought the engagement ring yesterday. Unless of course you want it.”


      The snow doesn’t come from the skies, it comes because someone is shaking the earth.
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      thanksgiving dinner


      I picked out a dress that was two sizes too big, a ridiculous lemon colour with lace under the breasts and fishnet stockings. I had picked it up from a woman who clucked on the sidewalk, all her yard sale clothes hung up on a schoolyard fence. It was Thanksgiving and Chisler was boiling hot dogs, and I didn’t think it was very romantic of me to go to my aunt’s house without him but he said, “Go, kick up your heels.”


      So I went. I went into my aunt’s bathroom. “The reason you are here,” I said to the mirror, “is because your dad can’t be here and he has installed some kind of feeble hope of family in you and later he is going to call on the telephone and it would please him so much for everyone to get along fabulously. And James’s girlfriend Annie is really not that bad and I’d probably like her if I met her in . . . Where else would I meet her? She rushes to people’s sides, it makes me very nervous. I can’t believe that I took the hour bus ride here and have to take it back.” I had gotten goosebumps all over my legs waiting. I thought it was warmer out than it was.


      The washroom was off of the kitchen and my aunt said, “Oh, there you are. So tell me all about yourself.” Meanwhile she’s wrapping and unwrapping things, and if she stood still for a second maybe a coherent thought would come out of my mouth. She said, “You don’t understand, I’ve been seeing clients all day. I think I’m going to burn everything.”


      I said, “‘I don’t think you understand how much of a shock it was to see Annie here after you told me I couldn’t bring Chisler.”


      “Well, what if your father calls? I don’t want there to be any unnecessary tension.”


      “You should have told me,” I said.


      My aunt had been promising me for over two years that we’d see this movie together called Blue-Eyed Goodbye. Finally, Chisler watched it with me. It was like the day finally cracked and we were free. The Blue-Eyed Goodbye was about a girl growing up to be sensible saying good-bye to a guy with a little risk, and he marries another sensible girl only to leave the first girl with a thousand regrets.


      I told my aunt, “I saw Blue-Eyed Goodbye the other night.” Now was her chance to say, “Oh, you should have waited ‘til we could see it together,” but she said, “Good, good.”


      I said to myself, “This is the part where I wish the cardboard landscape around us would fall over and my aunt would look surprised.”


      I went to look for my grandmother. She had raised my father so sweet and good. “He’s too soft,” she’d say with a knowing finger. So I’m on the piano bench watching my grandmother interview Annie calling her “dear” and touching her hair.


      I used to take piano lessons but gave it up and that disappointed my mother and I moved away and that disappointed my mother and then I gave her the impression that my aunt took me under her wing. My aunt didn’t have a daughter. Perfect. We had tea once. My mother insisted I like my aunt more than her: “She has an active career, and she is talkative, and she doesn’t tell you what you can and can’t do. She always nods and says you can do everything.” My aunt stopped taking me out for tea because now I didn’t think she had the answers for everything. Now there was Chisler, and I had become difficult. She had a teenage son of her own.


      My grandmother had marched into my first year residence and started drilling the girl who lived beside me, Kathy. Kathy was busy, beautiful, and always walked by me as if I wasn’t there. And in one second, my grandmother had pinned her to the doorway, and Kathy was saying, “Yes, your grandmother is very nice.” “Yes, this residence is okay, but noisy.” “No, I don’t have a boyfriend, I’m seeing about three guys.” “Yes, it’s too early for me to settle it down to one guy.”


      Annie had rushed away to check on James, and now my grandmother was saying to me, “You’re so here and there.” No, I wasn’t. I was really with this guy, I was really with him. Then she started giving me some advice and stories about how she loved her parents.


      Dinner was long. Annie was saying to my aunt, “Oh, this is really good soup, this is the best soup I’ve ever tasted. The table looks so beautiful.”


      My grandmother asked Annie to pass a cup and saucer of tea, and the whole thing rattled like crazy as she passed it by three noses. Everyone became silent.


      When it was over, my aunt gave me an aluminum dish, “Here bring some food back to Chisler.” The poor guy will feel like a dog. But the truth is we gorged on it and I was thankful he was there.
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      and it all went tremola


      Jones probably is figuring that I am fixating on something again, and when he puts his arms around me, I can’t respond, even though my t-shirt is how I like it – paper thin.


      In the morning, when I get to my mail, there are some guy friends of mine who believe in their continuous search for the new.


      I avoid Jones when I’m not sure what’s going on. This is probably not good but it’s my last trip to Ottawa. I go to see my friend Clayton for the weekend. He lives in this place called the Glebe. Yeah, and like it sounds, he and his friends’ve ended up stuck to each other like the white rice they’ve been eating for the past four years.


      I walk in and it’s a house instead of an apartment, and there are about eight people in the kitchen just talking pretty much and most of them are jokers. When Clayton offers me tea, there’s this plastic container with some magic maker writing on it pushed my way. It reads BROWN SHUGAH.


      When I take off the lid, it’s filled with rice. White rice I’m scared they’ll throw on me if I mention the word Jones.


      Leah hooks Clayton’s arm to go have it out for the fifth time that night on the front porch because she knows he won’t write.


      They have a porch – the kind you want to sit around and flick things at that leaves and wait for your friends to come over . . .


      Leah’s cut a square of linoleum off the kitchen floor and we’re all signing it. One of the guys gets up every once in awhile to go into the living room, making mixed tapes for a few people before they take off to various parts. Clayton asking, Is it a hurting song?


      There are tickets to old bedrooms that are either chicken yellow or pink frilled.


      Someone opens the back door not knowing. The whole back is pitted. Construction in a black sky.


      All our eyes, stars instantly cast out there.


      º º º


      That last night they take me for a walk. It’s sticky. Everyone going into his or her own wounds. As soon as we slow down, we get screamed at.


      Are you visiting someone? Are you looking for someone (Yeah, we’re looking for God.) Well, if you’re not looking for someone, I’m going to have to ask you to leave because you’re loitering and we have a policy against loitering. (We’ll just be a minute.) WELL, you’ll have to deliberate somewhere else because this is private property. You’re going to have to leave. Leave now.


      I thought Clayton was going to say something hurting at the Greyhound station like I’ll write, meaning he wouldn’t but he said, What is this, be gone or be crushed?
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      crates of stars


      I catch myself bringing a broken umbrella inside. Umbrellas mean nothing to me outside. I’d rather walk the streets proving the rain does not affect me. And this umbrella is crashing crimson. I hang it on my closet door like I gave my apartment a big kiss and wished it good luck in the beauty contest. And just maybe I’d come out looking like a star to certain people far away. Forever I despised red. It clashed with my orange hair. But now I relate it to boldness and lipstick and wounds. And besides, my apartment was all white.


      I am pissin’ in the bathroom of the Cinema de Paris, really getting into the sound and this girl comes in blushing, amused.


      “Do you always leave the door open when you’re on the can?”


      I answer, “Well, never. I just thought I’d see what it was like.”


      She had three different lipstick utensils out by now, and I saddle up on the counter and overtly stare. This girl must really believe she’s in Paris.


      “You must be on a date.”


      “Well, if we’re getting personal,” she retorts, “tell me why do you cramp over the toilet seat and not sit down?”


      “I’ve been doing that forever. And it’s faster. I guess.”


      “You’re a real in-out, huh? Well, thank God I’m not going out with you.”


      Well, I think I’ve spent enough time in the bathroom. I head for the door, and this girl goes, “Hey, I know I don’t know you and all, but do you think you could walk me home? I don’t live that far, and the guy I’m here with is really creeping me out. He seemed real energetic and full of passion when he’d talk to me in film class, but now I just don’t want him to know where I live, ya know?”


      “Yeah, sure.”


      And that is how I meet Christina.


      º º º


      Sandals through puddles. We’re marchin’ down the street under her umbrella in linked arms. I tell her I want to meet a sailor, and she drinks up her beer like a fish and all the seal-looking jackets in here are drowning. Who would’ve thought she was dreaming of Texas?


      º º º


      “Black gold.”


      “What do you mean he’s black gold?” There is a guy in her local calls that feel all too long distance and a ghost in the room. “Is he some sort of superstar bumble-bee?”


      “More of a dark star.”


      And then we do the whole walk through of past relationships. But if this talk is a house, we only do hallways because the tour of Christina only takes you to the tea room. Her past is shiny. And with her platinum hair and red lipstick, she is a star herself.


      And all Marilyn Monroe, she tells me she could never have a boyfriend that meant anything after James Dean. (Mark later told me that she finally said hi.) And then we get to me and who have you dated from Sunset Boulevard?


      I have to be moving on.


      “Can I come see your place?” she asks me.


      Well, my place seems pretty lame and I just feel like saying no all over so, of course, I do and that is that. But this night in my cozy bed, there are stars in my teacup, the kind you get when you think a really cool person might just be your friend.


      º º º


      I am interviewing her about relationships. We are all documentary/cinema verité types this year. “So when you meet a guy, what do you find cuter: clumsiness, or someone who steals ashtrays?” (Christina giggles.) This may seem like a simple question, but in my experience people who steal ashtrays usually lose them pretty fast. However, if they’re clumsy, they’re probably not going to be conceited. But then there’s some people who selectively steal ashtrays and their bedrooms are more interesting than any museum I was dragged to as a kid. Anyway, I really feel like getting into ashtray philosophy, but who was I kidding? Christina, in this dark bar, is way behind sunglasses. The type that starts trends. Still, it is the kind of thing you wish you had thought of first, because she is smiling all over the place tonight.


      º º º


      “So, do you think I could come home with you on the train sometime to Halifax? I’ve never been,” Christina asks me, still at the bar.


      “Well, I’m not going home ‘til the end of the year.” Then, “Hey, you’re done this year. What are you going to do after?”


      “Well, I’m from the States, right? But I can’t go back to my hometown. No way.”


      “Where’s Mark from?”


      “Some small town out West. I don’t know. You’re going to work as a secretary for your dad, huh?”


      I hate when people say that.


      “Well, so far, you’ve just been crating books around, honey. It’s hard to picture you travelling.”


      “You’re a school girl, too. Give me a break.”


      “All right. All right. I just want to make sure you’re having some fun. Do you see anyone here that you find interesting?”


      “I can’t look like that,” I tell her. “I’d rather take the let’s-see-what-drifts-up-on-my-shore approach and does it shine.” Last gulp. “Hey listen, can we go back to your place and make some Kraft Dinner or something? I’m starving.”


      “Fuck that,” she says. “I have salad stuff.”


      º º º


      So I tried to make the avocado riper by sticking it in her microwave. It comes up in every conversation she has had on the phone for the next hour as I wait in the kitchen. The microwave still seems like a perfectly natural solution to me. So that night, I order pizza for us. I ask for vegetarian and it comes with everything from artichokes to zucchini. We are especially starving. Christina, opening up the cover, says, “It fuckin’ looks like a box of jewels, man. Right on.”


      º º º


      This guy saloons through her door and he is all Zippo lighter and pacing the room and he has a small box or something in his black leather coat pocket which he handles like a gun.


      “That’s Mark,” she mouths, hand over her lips and everything. He won’t sit down.


      “Christina, I’ve got to talk to you.”


      He drags her towards the bathroom, the first door he can find, and she looks at me like what can she do? He is dragging her. Slam. I wait for a bit and there is a lot of noise. Laughing, I guess, and shouting and fun-shrieking.


      I picture that he is tying her to some train tracks and they think a train is coming, but it’s him and they get the hell out of there and laugh about how he abducted her and saved her all in one. Isn’t that how the story goes?


      I finally leave when I hear the shower go on.


      The next time I am at the table with her, she keeps saying, “He’s so intense, he’s so intense,” and that’s all she can say. I think, “Right on.” I am really happy for her, I swear. For the few minutes I saw him, he did seem really intense.


      º º º


      Christina and I light cigarettes off the burner. We wait ‘til it is red hot. One time it looks so innocently dark again and learning over I scald my whole arm. “Jesus Christ,” I say. “Just when I was having a non-bumping-into-furniture day.” Still, I spend half an hour that night staring at the purple bruises.


      º º º


      #@?!#@?!


      {Stella} {Stella} I am dreaming.


      (Christina!) (Christina!) Bang Kick Kabink.


      I am not passed out on her sofa anymore. Christina comes out of her bedroom looking genuinely helpless.


      “What am I going to do? I can’t let him in here.”


      “It’s raining and he’s only wearing a t-shirt,” I say, peering out the window.


      “Christina, what happened? I thought you really like Mark?”


      “I do, but if I let him in this time, I’m really going to get hurt.”


      BANG BANG KICK.


      “Listen, he’s not just going to go away.”


      “Yes he is going away. He’s going back to Calgary for sure. He told me.”


      “Yeah, but that’s in three months. Maybe you’ll go with him.”


      “He’s not going to ask me, I know it.”


      “Christina, if you let him in, you’re going to be all over each other and everything’s going to be roses.”


      “You open the door.”


      They come at each other with knives and give each other new haircuts. Fun is going to the all-night Pharmaprix and getting hair dye – the kind that washes out. Espionage is catching the security guard dancing to the muzak in the aisles. Hope flashes with Christina’s camera when she takes a picture of Mark. Just in case.


      º º º


      I know that chances of this being true are infinitesimal, but according to the way I perceive the world: stars are very fast moving molecules that rarely get to come in contact with other stars. But when the temperature gets colder and the molecules slow down, they can spend more time together and bonding can take place. Each star feels recharged and electrocuted at the same time. Bright stars tend to get brighter. Dark stars tend to get darker. But if the temperature gets too cold, stars being stars, will not become solid, but will break so that even their internal bonds will bust and the stars won’t even know which atoms from the periodical chart they have. Sooner or later, the stars reform and orbit on, but they’ve acquired new parts like stolen ashtrays. And the world gets pretty cold.


      º º º


      “Liking snow is like liking dandruff,” some girl is telling her boyfriend. And he isn’t a skier, he is just stark raving instigating her. And in the true Montreal spirit, we all have come out in this twenty-eight degree below weather to party. I am huddled in the corner thinking something’s weird with Christina.


      She is floating around with glitter on her eyelids and it isn’t even a disco party. That much is her fun self. Then I realize the weird thing is, she is not only avoiding me, but she isn’t with Mark.


      Meanwhile, some slimebucket comes and sits beside me and starts whispering in my ear that he just strolled into town and is this what Montreal has to offer?


      I hear my friend Keith’s guitar somewhere and go electric. He is right by Anita, too, who is handing out ruby globs of Jell-O made with vodka. Five Jell-Os and two conversations that just bounce off me later, I am feeling like there is a neon sign flashing in my head. And realizing that this is probably as turned on as I am going to get tonight, I stumble into the bedroom to get my jacket.


      There is the infamous couple-on-the-bed. Okay, they’re not interested in you; you can get your jacket and they won’t even notice. Then it turns out to be fucking Christina there with Slimebucket. Needless to say, I miss the bucket most unfortunately and puke off the balcony feeling seasick or something.


      I should grab her right then and yell what are you doing #@?!, but at this time, it is a bloody mess.


      º º º


      She thinks there is no blood in Texas. Only desert and white pages for her to work on a screenplay and plenty of sand to go through the hourglass while she’s working on it. And she knows some guy in the industry down there too. But she’s left him before.


      º º º


      We are at the table again. Some things get so familiar and then never happen again.


      “He’s been dicking around on me.” She is confiding in me.


      You know, I want to be the one. The best friend that is a vital phenomenon since kindergarten. We have talked often about her taking the train to see me in Halifax. She is going to send me her colourful stories from all over the galaxy where she does her film shoots. Be the favourite aunt when I have kids. But I just can’t roll out the sympathy – I leave that to her phone mates.


      “Christina, how can you complain about Mark when I saw you messing around with some slimebucket at Anita’s party?”


      Mouth wide open, she just can’t say anything. Nodding her head and sighing, she scurries into her room and slams the door.


      Door.


      I leave. She rains dishes on me from the window! Cuts my cheek.


      “You don’t know me at all,” she screams. “By now! Not fucking all.”


      I keep walking.


      º º º


      It’s too dry in Texas. I just can’t see her there. I know that much. And then there’s me who thinks everything will be all wet down by the waterfront docks with the sailors coming in and out of my life just how I always planned it. But I start to wonder if there is a place on the map that is sticky.


      º º º


      Christina is gone. Texas bound. And I am going back to Halifax, but to my own new apartment. Mark asks me if he can stay with me for a while until he can get a lift back to Calgary. We do our own thing and don’t talk very much. And then, on his last night in Montreal, we are both up late doing stuff, and I have a craving for a vanilla milkshake way after eleven when most places are closed. He is all into walking the streets with me. We are on a Mission. We finally find a restaurant that is open and serves milkshakes.


      “So is it just going to be milkshakes alone for us then?"


      Well, for me, it is going to be the ol’ slim milk carton as someone’s sick idea of a hangover every morning for breakfast. But that’s not what I really ask.


      “So, what’s going to happen with you and Christina?”


      And God this guy rides horses and the sunset’s happening tomorrow and I’m probably never going to see him again and why aren’t we friends and forget about me, what about Christina, the only cow girl I’ve ever met, and I know she’s singin’ the blues though she won’t tell me about it either.


      And he goes, “Well, I’m going back to Calgary. And that is that.”


      And I think, so we’re all just going to be crating stars around in milk crates then. And God, we were all impossible.
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