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  He felt as though he had been sprayed from head to foot with human civet and would never again be clean.


  — Samuel Beckett
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  HORST NUNN LIVED in a suite in East Vancouver. His front door faced the alley, where cats in heat fucked under his wrecked Pacer. Worse, johns brought whores up from the waterfront and parked. Horst always knew when that was happening. He could tell by the slow crunch of tires on gravel. He’d crouch at his window and watch. Within five minutes, the car door would open and a woman would lean out and spit or drop a rubber. Then the car would start up and leave. Sometimes the john left the woman in the alley, and she danced on her spike heels as his tires shot gravel at her.


  That was outside.


  Inside, Horst had plants. Gloxinias, philodendrons, jades. They made a lonely room feel busy. The previous tenant got put in the bughouse. That used to worry Horst — maybe the place was haunted? But after thirteen years no ghosts had stepped from the lath and plaster walls, though each spring mice rustled.


  The house was built in 1908. Now it was divided into apartments. It had high ceilings, cut-glass doorknobs, and a claw-footed bathtub. Horst liked that. Old things reassured him. He imagined people living here before World War One, when milk was delivered by horse and cart, the streets were cobbled, and women wore pearl-buttoned shoes. Besides the age of the house, he also liked the cheap rent. His friend Boyle Rupp paid four-fifty, twice as much as Horst, and lived in a box.


  RENT AND

  FIFTY FOR

  FOOD


  Horst Nunn watches the phone ring. It sits there like a black cat daring him to answer. Come on, it taunts, come on. Each ring jolts his heart. What bad news this time? It’s eleven Saturday night. What could it be but bad news? Unless it’s a woman. A woman from years past. A schoolmate or acquaintance, someone he never got to know, yet someone who wanted to know him. Who, alone and desperate and drinking, has mustered the courage to call. Is it possible? Does he dare hope? Horst snatches up the phone as if rescuing it from fire.


  “Are you watching channel nine?”


  Horst wilts. “No.”


  “Turn it on. It’s a French film. Tits everywhere.”


  It’s his friend Boyle Rupp.


  “Oh God, look at that. I’m gonna have a heart attack.”


  Horst flashes on fifty-year-old Boyle, pants down, in front of the TV. Horst is impatient. “Why aren’t you at the casino? You broke? I’m not lending you anything.”


  “I was there last night. I tell you, some of those Chinese guys. Thousand dollars in an hour. Sell their daughters on the black market, then go to the casino. And the way they talk. Horst! That’s not language. That’s not human. Okay, they’re not as hairy as us, but — ”


  Horst cuts in. “How’d you do?”


  “I won.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  “I was up eighty when Bunce grabs my arm. He threw me off. You don’t grab someone in public when they’re placing a bet. He’s an animal. He said I owe him eighteen hundred dollars. I said I’ll sue him for harassment.”


  “So you lost?”


  “I was winning.”


  “How much you need?”


  “Rent and fifty for food.”


  “You blew your rent money? You said you were going to stop.”


  “And do what? Stay home and watch Bill Moyers? I was up eighty and that was just the beginning. I could feel it. Fuckin’ Bunce. I’d be treating you to a steak dinner and a night on the town if that guy hadn’t showed up.”


  “I can’t do it now.”


  “Just to the machine! It’s two minutes! The landlord’s gonna be here first thing in the morning. Jesus! Look at that. They do this on purpose. They know I’m home Saturday night so they put these French movies on.”


  There’s silence while Rupp watches.


  Horst swears never to answer the phone again.


  Rupp comes back on. “Well, they were at it again this morning.”


  “Who?”


  “Who?” Rupp is shocked. “Those two lesbians that’s who! They know I listen. They know I’m next door. They do it on purpose. Jeez, Horst, I thought they were killing each other. Lasted two hours. I was exhausted.”


  Horst laughs, imagining dirty old Boyle Rupp with his ear to the wall.


  Horst’s laughter gives Rupp confidence. “I’ll give you twenty-five bucks when my cheque comes. He’ll evict me. He’s a rat’s ass.”


  “You hate the place. You’re always talking about moving.”


  “Horst! I been here nineteen years. It’s my home! You gonna let me get kicked out?”


  They hit the bank machine at a 7–11 on Hastings Street. Behind the counter, an East Indian guy with a plastic nametag that says Harish flirts with a fat Chinese girl whose nametag says Betty. Betty is unclogging the Slurpee machine, and her hands, held up like a surgeon’s, are wet with sugary juice. Harish wants to lick those fingers. Horst can see it in his eyes. He can also see that Betty is ready, willing, and able. Ready, willing, and able, just like it’s phrased on the UIC cards Horst fills out. Horst joins the line at the machine, imagining a regular Romeo and Juliet story starring Harish and Betty, the Singhs versus the Wongs. They could make a movie of it. They’re always making movies in Vancouver these days.


  It takes Horst two separate transactions to get the five hundred. He crams the twenties into his pocket then heads for the door, past Betty flicking Slurpee slush at an ecstatic Harish. Horst is jealous. He’d give anything to have Betty flicking slush at him, certainly the money in his pocket.


  Back in Rupp’s Bug, Horst waves the money like a warning. “Last time, man.”


  As Rupp slips the twenties into his wallet, Horst notices something. “Hey … What’s that?” Horst grabs Rupp’s wrist. There, in the wallet, right next to the money Horst just handed over, sits a neatly folded hundred dollar bill.


  Rupp snatches his wallet.


  Horst screams, “You scab!”


  Rupp screams back, “It’s my casino money!”


  “You fuck!” Horst fights and gets the wallet. “How much did you have the last two times I bailed you out?”


  “Nothin’! I swear!” Tears of panic fill Rupp’s eyes as he watches Horst take the hundred. “You know I can’t make it without something for the casino!”


  “Well, you’re about to learn how. No way you’re blowing my money at roulette.”


  “Horst!”


  Rupp’s cry of an addict-deprived almost makes Horst relent. It brings back memories. Then he hardens. “No.” They enter the Waldorf in time for last round.


  “Bunce’ll be here,” whines Rupp.


  “Good.”


  The Waldorf, once dark and bare-walled, is now oak and brass, with colour TVs perched in every corner. The clientele hasn’t changed though. A dumpy woman in an AC-DC T-shirt and backward baseball hat sings “Third-Rate Romance, Low-Rent Rendezvous” on the karaoke stage.


  A burly waiter with silver muttonchops appears.


  “Six pints,” says Horst. “He’s paying.”


  “Aw, c’mon. I only got fifty bucks food money for two weeks.”


  “Consider yourself lucky.”


  When the beer arrives Horst drinks down an entire pint in one go, then bangs the mug on the table. The cold weight of the beer settles him. Each time his frustration at getting sucked-in by Rupp threatens to explode, he drinks. As Horst starts in on his third pint, he understands Ray Bunce’s frustration at discovering Rupp at the casino when Rupp owes him eighteen hundred bucks. Horst also feels betrayed. And not just because he’s bailed Rupp out before, but because he’s actually worried about him, worried he’ll sink if no one looks out for him. I’m a sucker, thinks Horst. Taken in by paunchy, seagull-eyed Boyle Rupp. But no more. Deciding to take back the other four hundred bucks, Horst leans forward.


  “You’re a leech.”


  “I know you’re pissed off — ”


  “Gimme your wallet.”


  “Horst.”


  “Gimme your wallet!”


  “No!”


  Horst lunges. “You’re fifty and I’m still bailing you out!” The table rocks, mugs topple, Rupp yells for help; the burly waiter grabs Horst around the neck. First he drags Horst back — then drives him toward the door. Horst covers his head and bangs like a battering ram. He staggers into a mailbox, which crashes into Hastings Street.


  The people on the sidewalk, two of whom are cops, look up. The woman cop has her hand on the back of a man’s neck, and is in the process of ducking him into the car. The man is Ray Bunce. All three stare, as do two hookers in the background. Bunce, at the whores again, has been nabbed. Rupp emerges from the pub talking amiably with the waiter. The waiter points to Horst.


  “That bugger’s been causing trouble.”


  Horst is surprised to discover how soft the back seat of a police car is. He stares out the rear window at Rupp, who, along with his new-found friend, the waiter, chats up the hookers. Horst shuts his eyes, chokes down his frustration, and tries feeling as drunk as possible. Then he faces the front. Bunce, professorial and calm, argues mightily, lecturing the cops on their inefficiency, their proven record of corruption, this criminal waste of the taxpayers’ money, the infringement not only of his rights but those of the two prostitutes trying to earn an honest wage.


  The woman cop slides the glass divider shut.


  Bunce turns. “Did he hit you up for money?”


  Horst nods.


  “He’ll drag us both into the gutter,” says Bunce. He folds his hands on his briefcase full of racing forms and pornography, and resigns himself to being chauffeured, once again, to the police station.


  Bunce spends the night in the lock-up. Duly warned, Horst takes a taxi to Rupp’s apartment, blowing seven of the hundred dollars, and pissing off the cabbie by taking all his small bills. After the fourth buzz on the intercom, there’s a tentative hello.


  “Don’t hang up!”


  “Why?”


  “I wanna talk.”


  “Talk? Since when? You never wanna talk with me. You avoid me. You scorn me. Between you and Bunce I’m a punching bag. Fuck you!”


  “Wait!”


  “For what?”


  Horst tries to think.


  Rupp says, “I invite you to the casino and you laugh. You say I’m an idiot. I’m a loser.”


  “All right, all right. Bunce threw you off. He grabbed your arm.”


  “I was up eighty. And more was coming. When I win I always share. When I won big in June I phoned you. Remember? I phoned from the casino. I invited you downtown. I offered to buy you supper, a girl, everything. And what did you say?”


  “I don’t remember.”


  “I do. You called me a degenerate. You said I was pathetic. Fuck man, I’m getting evicted. I called you in need.”


  “And I came through!”


  “Horst, I know you did. And I know you’re upset. I’m gonna pay you back.”


  “Like you pay back Bunce?”


  “Bunce! You know how Bunce paid for those racehorses? His mother died and left him everything. Bunce used to come around here at night looking for a place to sleep.”


  “I’m broke, too, Rupp. My UI runs out next month.”


  “And I haven’t been laid in six years. What do you want me to do? Cry?”


  When Horst gets home, he recognizes the familiar sound of the door closing behind him, and feels, even in the dark, the shapes and positions of his furniture. In the dark he reaches for the coathanger. In the dark he unties his shoes. In the dark he crosses the floor. And in the dark he watches the stove ring become a glowing red spiral. Then he turns on the light and puts the water on for tea. It’s four in the morning. He decides never to answer the telephone again. Ever.


  But then he reconsiders, because what if it’s that woman calling? What if it’s that acquaintance he never got to know, yet who wanted to know him, and who, at last, has mustered the courage to call?


  


  ANOTHER THING HORST LIKED about the past was the two mail deliveries. Living back then would have meant two events to look forward to each day instead of just one. Not that much ever came in the mail. But the possibility existed. Sometimes letters arrived for people who hadn’t lived in the house in twenty years. Horst opened them. Once a letter arrived from Portugal. Horst got a dictionary and translated it. From a sister to a brother. First it mentioned that Mrs Fonseca had emigrated to Venezuela. Then came a request for money: the sister needed a new boot for her club foot. Finally there was a description of how Jaoa had died. His last words were, “Stick ‘em up!” Jaoa, it seemed, was a parrot.


  Rupp once owned a parrot. He sold it for gambling money. Then he had finches. He kept the finches in a cage above the bathtub. Which meant the tub was an inch deep in feathers, seed, and guano. It also meant Rupp didn’t bathe. Two years he went without a bath or a shave. His beard ran like black mould right down his neck into his shirt. He also got a fungus in his crotch. Rupp stank so bad Horst and Bunce made him sit at a separate table in the pub. They made Rupp go to the doctor, who gave him a bar of black soap and said, “Try showering each morning.” Rupp did. Yet he still stank like piss-fried onions. Svoboda, Rupp’s landlord, complained that the stink would rot the carpet. The neighbours thought Rupp had a corpse in his room. Rupp’s odour made Horst’s eyes water from five feet away


  It was embarrassing being around Rupp, especially because dogs were always running up and sniffing him.


  TOADS


  Rupp went right back to the casino again and blew the money Horst had loaned him. So Svoboda turfed Rupp. Svoboda already had five TVs from tenants who couldn’t pay their rent in cash. He didn’t want another one, especially from Boyle Rupp. He wanted Rupp out and this was his chance. The vacancy rate in Vancouver was zero, so it also meant he could jack the rent as much as he wanted on the next person.


  Svoboda was a reformed alcoholic whose teeth looked like rusty nails. Instead of a case of beer each evening, he drank a case of Coke. He was there when Horst came over to help Rupp move. Svoboda was in working greens. He lived in working greens. Rupp said he’d seen him in Bino’s on Saturday night with his wife eating baron of beef wearing those same clothes. He even went to church in them.


  While Rupp and Horst packed stuff out, Svoboda inspected the suite, hunting for excuses not to return the damage deposit. When Rupp had moved in, the rent had been a hundred a month and the damage deposit half that. Still, Svoboda meant to keep it. He managed to write up a list — using one of those flat carpenter’s pencils — that included: skuf florz, holz in wall, broken ice tray in frezer. He estimated the costs at fifty on the nose.


  When Rupp complained, Svoboda said he was lucky he didn’t make him pay more. “Look at that oven!”


  “I haven’t used the oven in ten years!”


  “You’re the worst tenant I ever had. Noise all the time!”


  “Noise! I’m never here! How could I make noise?”


  “What about those whores?”


  “Whores! With the rent you charge? Who could afford it!”


  Arguing was useless. When the place was cleaned out, Rupp didn’t even stop for a last look. He and Horst just got into the car. “Goddamn Bohunk. I never made a sound. Nineteen years.”


  “So this is it?” Horst was looking into the back seat piled with boxes.


  “That’s it.” Rupp pulled out. “You’re saving my life.”


  Horst said nothing.


  At first, Rupp had planned to move into his Bug. But, as he’d said to Horst — “Where can I park without the cops getting on my ass?” The answer was clear to both of them: there was room in the alley behind Horst’s place to park. The problem was Rupp drove for Mad Mouse Messenger Service, so he couldn’t have his own car full of boxes. Rupp also knew that Horst’s Pacer was parked out back and had been off the road for a year. So it was let Rupp sleep in the Pacer or have him camped out on the living-room floor, and Horst wasn’t having that. Never. This way Rupp could use the Bug for work and the Pacer as a temporary home. “Temporary.” Horst emphasized that.


  So Rupp moved into Horst’s car. He poured gas in the tank so he could run the heater, and pinned up towels for curtains. That first night Rupp used Horst’s phone to order pizza. Yet Rupp couldn’t convince the guy that the address really was a red Pacer in an alley. Horst, listening, finally said, “Fuck. Just deliver it here.”


  When the pizza arrived, Rupp insisted on taking the delivery kid out back to show him the car so that next time he’d know Rupp was on the level. The kid still thought they were shitting him.


  “It’s a new trend in urban living,” said Rupp.


  The kid was wearing a Corvette Stingray T-shirt. “Okay, but a Pacer?”


  When the kid was gone, Rupp invited Horst to sit in the car and eat pizza. They played the radio and drank beer.


  “So you’re finding a place soon, right?”


  “Jesus, Horst. I’m fifty. You think I like this?” Rupp insisted Horst take the last piece. Horst knew it was bribery, but after a month of Kraft Dinner, he went for it. “I never brought a whore there once,” said Rupp.


  They arranged that Rupp use Horst’s bathroom in the morning before work, then again at night before bed. Beyond that, they were living in separate houses.


  That evening Horst’s landlord, Leo Buljan, discovered Rupp out back. Leo was huge. Rupp, terrified, refused to get out of the car. He rolled the window down an inch and they argued. Then Leo lost his temper and grabbed the window, and Rupp quickly cranked it up tight, pinching Leo’s fingers. Horst came running when Leo started howling. It took a lot of talking before Horst had him calmed down to where he wasn’t going to get a hammer, break the window, and drag Rupp out.


  “Okay,” said Leo. “He can stay. But I want rent. Hundred a month.” He hulked off to ice his fingers.


  Horst was secretly pleased. It was great. Rupp got the message, loud and clear, that he better get his ass someplace else. It also meant Horst didn’t take the rap for not letting him stay.


  “That guy’s gonna kill me!”


  “You oughta see his gun collection,” said Horst. “Goes to the Barnet Rifle Club twice a week. Drinks vodka.”


  “A hundred a month,” said Rupp.


  “Yeah.” Horst tried sounding sympathetic.


  “That’s pretty good. Goddamn Svoboda was bleeding me for four hundred and fifty. What’s this guy’s name?” Rupp had his chequebook out.


  The next night Horst heard singing. He peeked through the blinds and saw Rupp and Leo in the Pacer, drunk, singing Serbian songs.


  In the morning, Rupp knocked on Horst’s door carrying two cups of coffee.


  “Leo hooked up an extension cord for me so I can use my perk. He’s a good guy!”


  “How’re his fingers?”


  “Not even bruised!”


  Horst sat at the kitchen table while Rupp used the toilet. Horst hated anyone using his toilet. It disgusted him. He shut his eyes trying not to think about it.


  “Jesus,” said Rupp when he came out, “been holding that dump all night. So. See you at the track?”


  “You just got evicted for not being able to pay your rent and you got money to bet?”


  Rupp peeled off a couple of twenties. “Leo’s gonna lay down a piece of plywood and some foam rubber to level out the back seat. This should cover it. Hey.” Rupp looked at Horst’s jungle of jades, ivies, cacti, gloxinias, and philodendrons. “I’ll give you ten for a couple of these buggers.”


  When Rupp pulled in about midnight both doors of his Bug opened and shut, and Horst heard a woman’s laughter. He made it to the window in time to see a hooker getting into the back seat of his Pacer. Rupp had his hands all over her ass as he crawled in behind. Horst went from the bedroom window to the living-room window for a better view. He shifted some of the plants and watched. For a minute the light was on and he could see the silhouettes of two bodies moving about behind the towels. Then the light went out. Pretty soon the Pacer was rocking side-to-side.


  In the morning Rupp appeared at the door with two coffees.


  “Where were you? I got the triactor! Bunce got it too. Paid three-fifty!”


  Horst smelled Rupp from across the table. “You stink.”


  Rupp grinned. “Jesus, Horst. It’s been so long I forgot what it looks like.”


  “Where’d you find her?”


  “Mr Submarine on Hastings.”


  “I’d prefer you didn’t fuck whores in my car.”


  “Ok, ok.” Rupp strolled whistling to the bathroom.


  A minute later Horst heard the water running in the tub. He shouted and ran to the door. It was locked.


  “This isn’t part of the deal!”


  “I need a bath!”


  “Go walk through a car wash!”


  “Can’t hear you!”


  When Rupp came out he said he’d buy Horst another toothbrush, and by the way he was out of dental floss.


  “You used my toothbrush?”


  “I had something stuck. Hey. Me’n Leo’re going to the casino tonight.”


  “Leo doesn’t gamble.”


  “I’m gonna show him the ropes.”


  When Rupp left for work, Horst took a deep breath, then pushed open the bathroom door. The window was steamed and the tub had a brown ring and was full of hair — Boyle Rupp hair. Horst felt ill. Two wet towels lay on the floor and the toilet hadn’t been flushed. Horst stared at his toothbrush. Picking it up with a piece of toilet paper he threw it away. He spent the morning scrubbing and disinfecting.


  The next morning when Rupp knocked with two coffees, Horst opened the door but kept the chain on. He stated the New Order.


  “But we had a deal!”


  “The deal didn’t include you shitting up my bathroom or using my toothbrush.”


  “So what’m I gonna do?”


  “There’s a hose around the side of the house. Wash with that. As for your other needs …” Horst pointed out the garden of the Chinese lady across the alley. “She’ll appreciate the fertilizer.”


  Every morning for the next week Horst watched Rupp head around to Leo’s suite with two coffees. It was late April and the weather was warming up. In fact, it hadn’t rained in five days, which had to be some kind of record for Vancouver. Horst knew Rupp had no intention of finding a proper place. The bugger liked it here. It gave him three hundred more a month to blow at the track and the casino. Horst decided he was demanding rent, too. It was his car. It was only fair. A hundred to Leo and a hundred to Horst …. Yet he wondered. If he took money from Rupp, then Rupp had rights. He’d be a tenant. Hell. He almost was already. No. The only way to get rid of him was to pay up the car insurance and get the Pacer back on the road. And that meant getting a job. What a choice — a job or Rupp. Horst usually worked as a gardener. And it was spring.


  Saturday was not only sunny, but hot. Everyone was outside, waving hello to neighbours they usually hated. Rupp had the windows down and the seat cranked back, reading the Racing Form. Horst wanted to go out on the back porch and drink his coffee — but he didn’t want to see Rupp. He especially didn’t want to see Rupp smug and relaxed like he had the world where he wanted it. After an hour of pacing and picking dead leaves off his plants, Horst stamped down the steps to the car. Rupp saw him coming.


  “Ever think of getting a sun-roof?”.


  “Ever think of getting a proper place to live?”


  Rupp picked up the classifieds on the seat beside him. “City’s tighter than a frog’s ass. You can get sun-roofs for a couple hundred.”


  “If I had a couple hundred I’d renew my car insurance instead of riding the bus.”


  “Couple hundred? You live under a rug? Insurance’ll cost you a grand.” Rupp paged through the paper. “Here. Found you a job.”


  Horst was both offended and intrigued. “Who’re you, my mother?”


  Rupp slapped the paper and showed Horst a job he’d circled. “Telemarketing. Work from your home. No traffic, no boss, no hassles.”


  “No money either.”


  “You gotta be a self-starter. I’m telling you Horst, I’m out there all day, it’s hell. Driving’s the shits. Gives you ulcers. If I could work from home I’d be happier’n a clam. Here’s the number.” Rupp passed Horst a losing ticket from the track with a phone number on it.


  “What else did you find?”


  Rupp tossed the paper into the back seat. “Fuck all.” He picked up the Racing Form.


  “Gimme the paper.”


  Boyle passed him the Racing Form.


  “The newspaper.”


  “Told you. Nothing there.”


  “Just let me look.”


  “I’m doing the crossword.”


  “I’ll give it back.” Horst spoke with exaggerated calm. Rupp was hiding something. Horst smelled it. He took the paper and went inside. It took a while, but he found it: long weekend every week! Wanted: Experienced gardener for indoor plant maintenance throughout city. Four days per week. Good wage, great benefits. Reliable car a must.


  Horst looked around at his plants. Rupp knew that of the hundred-some jobs Horst had held, a dozen had been in gardening and nurseries. “The motherfucker. So that’s his game. I let him live in my car and use my bathroom, and this is what the guy pulls!” Horst swung open the door intending to throw him out. Rupp, however, was gone. He’d headed for the track.


  Horst wrote out a résumé and cover letter. He’d kill two birds with one stone: turf Rupp, get a job, plus have his car back on the road again — three birds. Or two birds and one weasel.


  Horst felt sure he had the job in the bag. So he went ahead and told Rupp that was it, he needed the car. Rupp surprised him with his calm.


  “No problem. Leo said I could store my stuff in the basement here.”


  Horst was actually disappointed there wasn’t more drama. Not a word about the job, and no mention of how Rupp had tried hiding the job so Horst wouldn’t get it and pull the car out from under him.


  A week later two things happened. The first was that Horst got turned down for the job. He kept this secret. The second was that Rupp rear-ended a bus. A wrecker left the smashed-in remains of his Bug beside the Pacer. Rupp was in tears.


  “Horst! Lemme buy your car. Lemme rent it! I’ll give you two hundred a month, three hundred! I’ll live in the Bug and use yours for work. How about it?”


  Horst’s voice was soaked in sympathy. “But Rupp,” Horst lied, “I’m working now. I need my car.”


  Rupp’s eyes went dead as a clubbed cod. Short, flabby, narrow-shouldered, he slumped to the steps and was having trouble breathing. “Horst, what about that job I showed you? Telephone sales. Maybe I could do that — from your place! You’ll be out all day!” The hopefulness in Rupp’s voice was embarrassing.


  Horst didn’t know what to do. But whatever it was, he wasn’t telling Rupp the truth. Not yet anyway. “I don’t know …”


  “I won’t use the toilet or anything! I promise. I’ll even clean the place up!”


  Horst drew a deep breath and gazed up the alley. “Let me think about it.”


  The next day, Sunday, it rained. The world had returned to normal. It might be spring according to the calendar, but in Vancouver that meant nothing. The clouds slid in low and dense and heavy as slabs of clay, and it poured. It was dark and cold and November all over again. Horst felt a kind of relief. The relief of one born in Vancouver, whose earliest memories were of rain. Rain drumming, rain hissing, and rain drizzling. Rain from October to April. It calmed him. It made him feel at home. Horst wandered his place with a coffee, picking at his plants. He liked rainy mornings, especially Sunday mornings when he could hear the church bells up the street.


  He looked out the window and watched Rupp sitting in the smashed-in Bug. The rain battered the metal roof, blurred the windows, and puddled around the wheels. Jesus, thought Horst. What a sight. Fifty years old and living in a car in an alley. Watching Rupp sitting out there like a toad in a hole, Horst decided: Okay. Tomorrow I’ll tell him he can use my car. Nine to five. No evenings or weekends, though. And he’s got to fork over two bills rent. Horst went over the conditions again in his mind, then added one more: And you can’t use my toilet.


  HORST WAS RELIEVEDwhen Rupp hit a big triactor. It meant he didn’t have to worry anymore. Horst’s friendship couldn’t take much more. Rupp got his Bug fixed, found a decent apartment, paid five hundred toward the debt he owed Bunce, and got himself a good haircut. Then he invited Horst and Bunce to Melissa’s restaurant, his treat. Glass of red in his hand, Rupp described his haircut.


  “Went to one of those boutiques over on Robson. Beautiful girl trained at the Vidal Sassoon school in Los Angeles. Not some drunk in a smock. Vanessa. She was great. Offered me a coffee, put on classical music, gave me a shampoo, a scalp massage. Then you know what she did?” Rupp sat forward like they’d never believe it. “She talked about my hair.”


  “Your hair?”


  “Everyone’s hair is different. It has a personality. You got to work with it, not against it. Otherwise it screws up your brain.”


  Rupp’s beard was trimmed so short Horst saw the shape of his face for the first time. The guy had no chin, and his eyes floated like aquarium creatures behind his glasses. Rupp’s hair was combed straight forward.


  “You look like Nero,” said Bunce.


  “You should find yourself a good woman,” said Horst.


  “Yeah, I know,” admitted Rupp, as if his playboy life had to stop.


  “Like Rose,” said Bunce.


  Rupp laughed. He’d been telling them about Rose the Nose. She lived in the suite directly beneath him and liked to come up and drink.


  DAMAGED

  GOODS


  Boyle Rupp phoned his friend Helmut. “Did it come?”


  “It’s here.”


  Rupp hung up. He’d been waiting weeks for this package, but didn’t want it delivered to the apartment because of Rose the Nose. More than once Rupp had caught her in the lobby by the mail shelf holding his letters to the light, trying to read through the envelopes. He headed down to Commercial Drive, to Helmut’s Secondhand Store. Helmut’s place hunkered like a bullfrog under a board between a health food co-op and a Latin American imports store. He refused to budge, despite repeated offers to buy him out, and complaints he was lowering the property values.


  Rupp stepped into the store’s stink of wet burlap, and found Helmut grinning like a pirate. The socket of his missing eye looked like a wad of wax mashed flat by a thumb. Helmut reached under his desk and came up with a box wrapped in plain brown paper. “Have fun.”


  Rupp slipped it into the Safeway bag he’d brought and headed home.


  Rupp pulled the bedroom blinds shut, turned on the lamp, and opened the box. He fit the bicycle pump to the valve, then inflated her, his eyes widening as she took shape — Miss Venezuela, 1990. He sat beside her on the bed, stroking her rubber cheek with the back of his finger. Then, groaning, he pressed his face to her belly, luxuriating in her smell of surgical rubber. After a while he sat up, cleared his throat, and studied the instructions, which were in French, German, Spanish, Arabic, Japanese, and English. “Miss Venezuela, 1990. A reproduction authentic in every detail.” He skimmed the Maintenance paragraph and the Warning to keep her away from excessive heat and corrosives. Included was a bottle of lubricant, plus a tin of powder, so she didn’t stick when folded and stored. Rupp peeled off his pants.


  He’d just mounted her when the phone rang. He stared as if caught in the act by a searchlight and sirens. He looked like an iguana perched on top of her. When the phone stopped ringing, he looked at the windows, reassuring himself that no one could see in. Rose often came up from downstairs and tapped. From the day Rupp moved in, Rose started coming up to flirt and chat, and have a drink, but she’d never let Rupp do anything.


  Rupp waited to be sure no one was snooping. Then he felt something moving beneath him. He looked at Miss Venezuela, and hissed in shock. She was shrinking! Her face distorting as if she were holding back tears, her chin dimpling, cheeks sucking. Her great huge eyes sank and folded together until there was only her nose, which was the last to go under, like the prow of a ship. Rupp stood beside the bed watching her sag and settle. A leak!


  Frantic, he pumped her back up. Her breasts unfolded and popped up, first one then the other, and finally her face reappeared, as if retrieved from the withering eternity of old age. Rupp dropped the pump, and, like a dog discovering a corpse, he nosed her body, smelling, listening, feeling with the shaved skin of his cheek for the faint flute note of wind betraying the leak. He passed over the spot a number of times before realizing where it was — yes, it was her asshole.


  Miss Venezuela was bent over the bench in the dingy back room of Helmut’s store. Helmut sat behind her, spreading her cheeks with his thumbs and squinting at the hole, while Rupp held the flashlight. Helmut sat back and nodded.


  “Looks good.” An old patching kit from a bicycle sat on the bench.


  “Okay!” Rupp made a grab for her, but Helmut put his hand on Rupp’s chest.


  “Hold on. Gotta give her twenty-four hours to set.”


  “Twenty-four hours!”


  Helmut pointed to the stamp by the valve at her ankle. “Made in Taiwan. Should’ve paid a few bucks more and got a German one.”


  “How’s yours?”


  “Three years now.” Helmut lit a cigarette then sat back, blowing smoke like a satisfied man.


  Rupp headed home. Five o’clock, raining, and dark. Winter in Vancouver, like living in a drain pipe.


  He lay down on the couch, arm across his eyes, exhausted. There was a knock on the door. He groaned.


  “Well hello!” Rose stepped in and flashed him the bottle of Drambuie. She stripped off her coat. “It’s freezing in here. Turn up the heat.”


  Trying not to look as miserable as he felt, Rupp turned the oven on to Broil and opened the door to heat up the kitchen. Then he put water on for coffee.


  Rose uncorked the Drambuie, gulped from the bottle, and moaned blissfully.


  Rupp smelled her gardenia perfume from five feet away. Her dyed black hair was combed up in a wave off her forehead, and her purple dress shone like plastic where her belly and breasts bulged.


  “Do you need any Mr Clean?” Rose asked. “We got 45,000 two-ounce samplers of Mr Clean. I kid you not — 45,000.”


  “I got lots of Mr Clean left from last time.” Rupp set down two liqueur glasses. Rose worked at DisMar, a distributor of marketing samples — panty liners, shampoo, coupons, gum, pens. Rose was fifty, the same age as Rupp, and about a hundred and eighty pounds, the same weight as him. She’d been married four times to three men named Ray. Ray Fochuk, Ray Pelcher, Ray Volodiuk, and Ray Pelcher a second time.


  “I phoned this afternoon.”


  “Oh?” Rupp stood at the stove, staring at the pot of water on the glowing red element.


  “You didn’t answer.”


  “I was out.”


  “I heard you come in.”


  Rupp stared harder at the stove. The water was hissing and the heat rushing from the open oven door was hot against his knees. “Oh, that’s right,” he lied. “I was taking a nap.”


  “You’re a sound sleeper.”


  “I unplugged the phone.”


  Rose finished her Drambuie, ran her red tongue deep inside the glass, then poured more. “Funny. I heard it ringing.”


  “You can’t hear the phone from down there.”


  “I hear everything.” She winked.


  The water began boiling. From the corner of his eye, Rupp saw that Rose had her chin raised, watching him through amused eyes. Rupp shut the oven door, the kitchen was hot enough. The metal door clanged.


  “You,” announced Rose, smiling, “are hiding something.”


  Rupp laughed loudly. Too loudly. He poured the water into the coffee filter, watching the water fill the cone and then drain down. “Wish I was. Make my life more interesting.” He felt pleased with the calm of his come-back.


  “I think your life’s more interesting than you let on. What’s in the bag?”


  Rupp looked at Rose, then followed her gaze to the white plastic bag on the floor beside the oven. It was the bag containing Miss Venezuela.


  “A sweater.”


  “In a Safeway bag?”


  Rupp said nothing.


  “What kind of sweater?”


  “Pullover.”


  “Let’s see.”


  “It’s too small. I’m taking it back.”


  “Let’s see anyway.”


  “It’s the wrong colour.”


  “Why’d you buy it then?”


  Rupp watched Rose’s hand reach for the bag. She wore rings on every finger. She was going to see Miss Venezuela, 1990. Rupp pinned the bag tight against the side of the hot oven with his foot.


  “Hey!” Rose wrinkled her forehead looking up at him. She was almost out of her seat reaching for the bag.


  Rupp could see down between her boobs. He could also see into her hair. It was a gauzy black cloud of cotton candy.


  Rose sat back and lit a Virginia Slim, the snap of her silver lighter as solid as a door lock. Rupp heard the rustle of her dress and nylons as she crossed her legs and considered him.


  “Okay.” She blew smoke at the ceiling. “You don’t want me to see what’s in the bag. So, that means either it’s embarrassing to you, or … ” and here she smiled at the alternative, “it’s something that has to do with me.” She girlishly lifted one shoulder and blinked her eyes. “A Valentine’s Day present?”


  Rupp laughed. High and nervous. He picked up the bag. It smelled funny, and was so hot he had to juggle it.


  “Well,” Rose assured him, “don’t worry. I won’t peek.” She refilled her glass with Drambuie.


  Rupp went into the bedroom and hid the bag. When he returned, Rose was smiling. He watched her closely. Rupp found her sexy in a way. But she talked too much. She also had a mind of her own. That was a problem.


  At midnight, Rupp half-carried Rose giggling to the elevator. At the door to her apartment, she hung onto him, and then her tongue, sweet with Drambuie, was in his mouth. She sighed and pressed closer, and Rupp gave in to the hard-on standing like a rolling pin in his pants. He put his hands on her ass and pulled her tight against him.


  “Let’s go in,” he whispered.


  She smiled, gave him a last peck on the lips, then opened her eyes. “Sorry. I have to be up at five.”


  Rupp watched the door close.


  Upstairs, Rupp paced. Finally, he went into the bedroom and took Miss Venezuela from the bag. It had been nearly eight hours. The glue must have set. He held her up at arm’s length — and groaned like he’d been stabbed. Her legs were melted together and one arm was melted across her breasts. Frantic, he pumped her up. It didn’t help. She was grotesque. The oven heat had hit her like radiation. Rupp nearly wept. He slumped to the bed and sat a long time, holding her in his lap like a long-lost lover’s blouse that still held a scent.


  HORST WONDERED ABOUTBoyle Rupp and Ray Bunce. How did they survive? Both were fifty, had complexions like fungus, and years of loneliness had distorted their minds the way greasy-spoon food had distorted their bellies. Living solo had beaten strange paths through their brains. Rupp and Bunce had “ways.”


  Rupp’s housekeeping, for instance. Within weeks his new apartment took on that “Rupp” look. The white toilet turned brown, fat dotted with mouse turds hardened in the frying pan, the sink brimmed like a backed-up sewer, and flies stuck in jam buzzed for days. Not surprisingly, Rose the Nose stopped visiting.


  Standing in Rupp’s kitchen, Horst made himself as small as possible so as not to touch anything.


  “Jesus, Rupp.”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  As for Bunce, his basement suite was a fire hazard of Racing Forms. They teetered in stacks, were wedged under the couch, and filled the cupboards, like a library run amok. Yet ask Bunce who had the rail in the last triactor of the 79 -80 season, and he’d go directly to the right stack, run his finger down, and find the form.


  Bunce was a contented man. Horst didn’t understand. He could never be happy alone. But Bunce was. So, in his way, was Rupp. Horst worried. Was he on the road to Bunce-and-Ruppdom? Was it only a matter of time before he too gave in and bought himself a rubber woman and began saving Racing Forms?


  Hoist stood sideways before the bathroom mirror, measuring the undeniable bloat of his belly. He sucked it in and poked gut muscles once taut as steel straps. After a minute he got dizzy. He sat on the toilet seeing silver stars.


  THE TEARS

  OF SAINT

  LAWRENCE


  Aiming to please, Candy Floss toe-steps to the plexiglass shower stall, poses beside it like a game-show hostess next to a new refrigerator, then swings open the door. She’s working up a good thick lather when a beer mug sails across the stage shattering against the unbreakable glass. Then another mug hits. Candy Floss cowers, hugging herself, as if only now discovering that she’s naked before ninety drunken men. Three bouncers rush the table and drag out two butch-looking women, who scream: “RAPISTS! RAPISTS!”


  Everyone laughs.


  The DJ makes a joke about it being a free country. One of the waiters sweeps the glass on the stage into a dustpan, and Candy Floss emerges unhurt from the siege to a well-deserved round of applause. Inspired, hands wave for more beer. The between-performance music booms up big on the speakers, and Horst Nunn flashes on how the shattering glass spat like meteors across the dark bar.


  “There’s the Perseid meteors tonight,” he says.


  Boyle Rupp says: “Pussy meteors?”


  “Perseid,” says Horst. “Used to be called the Tears of Saint Lawrence.”


  “What was he cryin’ about?”


  “They were burning him at the stake.”


  Ray Bunce sets his forearm on the table and says, “Good.” Bunce, a Catholic, hates priests.


  “Two beers says I can balance a full glass on my gut,” says Rupp.


  Horst and Bunce sit forward, watching Rupp take a big breath then push his belly out, making a ledge. Confident, Rupp sets not one but two full glasses of beer there.


  “Double or nothing you can’t stand up,” says Bunce.


  Rupp concentrates, then rises slowly, the beer swaying in the glasses like amber flames in lamps.


  At last call they buy two six-packs of Tall Boys and step out onto the sidewalk. Shattered glass glitters under a street lamp. Horst looks up: the night sky is the colour of blacktop.


  They go on a Whore Tour in Rupp’s Bug. Within minutes they spot three in an alley by a dumpster. They halt, engine idling. The girls crowd the car as Bunce rolls down the window.


  “We’re lonely,” says Bunce.


  “One bill each we can fix that.”


  “How long?”


  “An hour.”


  They look clean, too clean for Hastings.


  “You belong on Seymour,” says Bunce.


  “Times’re tough,” says the blonde. She’s going for the athletic look, with red cycling tights and a sweatband.


  “You float with the market tide,” says Bunce, as if reciting the first line of a poem. “Got a place?”


  She leans close. “Just across the street and up. Very clean and discreet.”


  “Hawaiian,” says the shortest. She puts her head in the window, establishing eye contact and displaying her cleavage, which is deep, tanned, and smells of frangipani. The third steps to the back-seat window so Horst can have a look. She wears a white bodysock and a black choker. She peers in, raises her eyebrows and mouths: Hello there …


  Bunce looks at Rupp; Rupp catches Horst’s eye in the rearview mirror; Horst shrugs. They look good, yeah, but Jesus, a hundred bucks …


  Bunce, however, gets out and tips the seat forward. Two climb in back. Horst is suddenly surrounded by sweet-smelling female. There’s nothing to do but give everyone a beer. Rupp puts the car in first, and the blonde, sitting up front in Bunce’s lap, pushes the chat with professional ease.


  “What’s your name?”


  “John.”


  She clucks and groans, as if to say — Come on, I’m not like the others. She slides her hand through Bunce’s hair. “You a lawyer? I need a good lawyer.”


  No one asks why. Bunce states that he’s a market analyst.


  “Dow dropped again this morning,” she says. “Losing my shirt.”


  “You’d look good without your shirt. What’ve you got?”


  “Glenborne. Four thousand shares.”


  “What’d you get in at?”


  “Dollar-seven.”


  “Sell.”


  She shakes her head. “I’ve seen it before. I’m ridin’ it out.” Horst’s girl presses against him with her shoulder and thigh. She smells of vitamin E shampoo and a perfume that reminds him of the past. At first she rests her hand on his knee, then she advances it slowly up his leg, stopping just outside the city gate. Horst gulps his entire beer in the time it takes to drive a block and a half and pull into an alley behind an old apartment.


  They climb rickety wooden steps to the third floor, then go into a hall stale with ancient linoleum. The blonde leads the way into a suite done in red and black. It looks more Pizza Parlour than Polynesian. Red lamp shades, red shag rug, a pineapple clock ticking on the glass coffee table. The blonde swings open the fridge, which casts Arctic glare, and pulls a bottle of Absolut from the freezer. Horst’s girl sits beside him on the leather couch, hand on his leg.


  “My name’s Sue.”


  “Harry,” says Horst, not sure why he’s lying.


  “Harry used to teach school,” laughs Bunce.


  “What subject?”


  “Science,” says Horst, which is true. Fourteen years ago. He didn’t last long.


  “We had to cut up cow eyes,” says Sue.


  “Gentlemen!” The blonde passes around vodka and pineapple juice.


  “Make Henry’s a double,” says Sue.


  “Harry,” says Horst.


  They sip and chat for about a minute and a half according to the pineapple clock, then the blonde, judging that to be long enough, bounces up, bright and casual. “Just take care of financial formalities here and we can get to the fun.”


  They pay.


  The blonde takes Bunce into a room while Rupp’s woman pulls out the roll-away. Sue leads Horst by the hand into a room that smells of incense. Horst notices that it’s 1:05 by the pineapple.


  At 1:16 Horst, Bunce, and Rupp are on their way down the steps. Back in the car, Horst opens the last three beers and passes them around. They’re silent for a while as they drive.


  “Mine was the shits,” states Rupp.


  “It’s always the shits,” says Bunce, gazing off out the window. “What did you expect?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Then you got what you paid for.”


  “Was still the shits. I’ve had better for fifty.”


  “The only way to get a hooker into it is a couple of rails of coke,” states Bunce.


  Horst leans back looking out the rear window, hoping to catch the meteor showers. There’s nothing though. Sue had made a few noises at first, pretending to be turned on. But she’d kept calling him Henry. Horst’s orgasm had all the sparkle of flat pop. He’d kept on going to get his money’s worth, until Sue slapped him on the shoulder, like a tag-team partner, and jerked her head, meaning — That’s it, get off.


  At half past three Rupp drops Horst off at the end of the street. Horst plods up the alley to his place, past dented garbage cans that lean together in two’s and three’s like old men, their lids slanted like rakish caps. He’s starved and exhausted and depressed. On the grass, beside his Pacer, he sees a body. He halts. Every month or so some piss-tank’s passed out along the alley here. Horst even finds them under his car when it’s raining. When he steps closer, however, he recognizes that this time it’s Fat Brigette, who lives in the rest home up the street. Brigette is about forty and slightly retarded.


  “Hey.”


  Horst nudges her with his foot. He waits, then nudges her again — nothing. He gets down beside her and, smelling booze, slaps her cheek. Still nothing. Horst sits back on his heels. The thing about Fat Brigette is she’s not all that fat, and if it wasn’t for the pig-shave she wouldn’t look half bad. Horst glances around. They’re down between the car and the fence, completely hidden. She’s snoring. He reaches to touch her breast, but stops and gives her another shake instead. She snores on. So Horst gives her a feel. Fat Brigette. He knows for a fact a bowl of French Vanilla ice cream and she’ll do anything. Hell, you can’t get rid of her. Whenever Brigette sees Horst she asks for a loonie for a loony, and says, “I’m handy-and-capped!” as if she just won first prize in a contest.


  Horst glances around again. She’s lost one of her shoes, and her purse, a small red plastic one, lies half under her. Horst slips it free and finds a paper bag inside with a wedge of ham and pineapple pizza in it. There’s also a pair of panties in the purse. He looks at the hem of Brigette’s dress. Then he reaches down and pulls it up. Bush. All the way. He slides the dress back in place, returns the panties to her purse, and waits, eyes wide and innocent, hands folded neatly in his lap, listening to the night, and feeling the blood beating in his ears. After a minute he pulls her dress up again. Then he unzips his pants. He kneels on the burnt prickly scrub staring at himself. No. He can’t do it.


  What Horst finally feels is the emptiness in his stomach. He takes that piece of pizza, sits back against the wheel of his car, and watches the sky. Horst has always been fascinated by astronomy. He still has his star charts, though he sold his telescope years ago to buy Corinne an engagement ring. He recites the names of the planets: Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune, and finally Pluto, God of the Underworld, dwelling in darkness farthest from the sun. It’s been a long time. He listens to Fat Brigette snore, feels that cold pizza like bones in his belly, and watches the Tears of Saint Lawrence spray like foundry sparks across the night sky.


  HORST USED TOsmoke a lot of pot He also used to do a lot of acid, MDA, mushrooms, and even some smack. No needles though. Horst hated needles, he just “chased the dragon.” But that’s all past. He didn’t even toke anymore. In his middle age, Horst had settled down to drinking. He’d become pretty good, too. Horst wasn’t big — five-nine, one-fifty — but, over an evening, he could put back a litre of red and be perfectly straight. He was a little proud of that.


  “Of course,” said Bunce, sitting with Horst in the Astoria, “the only way to really get drunk is hard liquor. Single malt scotch.” Bunce raised his forefinger: “Scotch is to beer as hash is to pot.”


  Horst agreed. Still, he liked beer, especially on a hot day in a cool dark bar. On a summer afternoon, the last place you’d find Horst Nunn was the beach.


  KISS YOU

  FOR A

  QUARTER


  Horst hikes toward the Astoria with fifty-eight bucks in his pocket. He hits Hastings, passing Funky Winker-beans, the Sunrise, the Smilin’ Buddha. The Smilin’ Buddha’s not there anymore, but it’ll always be there in Horst’s mind. The fat neon Buddha waving to the fat neon pig at Save-On-Meats. On Hastings the crowd slides slow as sewage, and curious eddies clot up the doorways: a blow job, and the woman glancing up, like — Hey! How ‘bout some privacy here! Horst keeps walking. It’s July, and the reptiles sun themselves on the hot cement. He passes the Balmoral, the Empress, the Patricia, then reaches the Astoria.


  Horst enters the Astoria’s beer-soaked-carpet-and-smoke smell. A sign says “Chicken Wings 25[image: c].” A young couple shoot pool. They both have pig-shaves. She’s wearing a ballerina tutu over black jeans that are torn at the arse. The tutu bobs about her hips as she circles for a shot. Horst has to admit that she looks good in that pig-shave, though she’s lousy with a cue. An old guy with white sideburns and ears like punched dough watches her. Each time she stretches across the table for a shot, that rip in her pants opens wide revealing pale thigh. The old guy’s raincoat is open, revealing his gut-sack belly. On his table two packs of Export Plain sit neatly stacked. A lit one is wedged like a post into the crotch of his fingers. His other hand lies on its back on the terry-cloth like a dead white guinea pig, legs in the air.


  The Astoria feels like a basement, dark and bare-walled except for a mutilated dart board at the rear. It’s noon and the pub is nearly empty. Horst sits with his back to the wall and watches the TV above the bar. An old Muslim lady in black bewails a corpse. The waiter hoists his eyebrows, asking Horst: “Two?”


  Horst nods. A transvestite passes. A tall Native guy. He’s handsome. Beautiful even. Little ass in tight yellow shorts. The only flaws in his look are the cave-painting tattoos on his shoulders. He spikes by on high heels smelling of gardenia, makes with an elegant flourish of the wrist, as if finishing a figure-skating dance, then enters the ladies room. The waiter sets down two. On the TV a close-up of a putt. Robin’s-egg-blue golf shoes and lemon trousers, then the ball travelling toward the cup.


  “Got a smoke?” A woman sits down at Horst’s table.


  “Sorry.”


  “I got this habit called smoking.”


  “I got one called drinking,” says Horst.


  She likes that, and touches his hair. “Eleanor.” She extends her hand.


  “Horst.”


  Eleanor’s maybe forty, two teeth missing on one side, boobs sagging to her belt under her VanCity Credit Union T-shirt.


  “Kiss you for a quarter,” she says.


  Horst pushes a quarter across the terry-cloth.


  She plucks it up, grinning, and goes looking for a cigarette.


  On the TV a banner reads HAPPY BIRTHDAY BC, reminding everyone next Monday’s BC Day, so stock up. The transvestite sits down at a table with two tall women. Horst can’t tell if they’re all trannies or what, but a guy with a black leather vest and shaved head looks to be their keeper. Eleanor’s discovered the old dough-eared guy with the two packs of Export Plain. She’s stroking his sideburn as he lights her cigarette. Horst feels jealous, and wonders if she’s gonna come back and sit with him. After all, he’s the one who gave her the quarter. But then hell if Eleanor doesn’t have her hand all over the guy’s thigh. Horst feels betrayed. He looks away, and sees the pig-shaved couple going at it in a chair. And if that’s not enough, Horst sees that the bald guy in the leather vest has his tongue down that Indian tranny’s throat. Jesus!


  Horst makes a peace sign for two more beer.


  People drift in escaping the afternoon heat. Young Native guys aware of their shoulders and chests. Young Native women aware of their price. Old Native women with cow-udder abdomens. A scrawny white guy shuffles in wearing bedroom slippers.


  The Muslim woman is bewailing that corpse again when Eleanor sits back down with Horst.


  “You hungry?” she asks.


  Horst and Eleanor eat a huge platter of chicken wings with Cajun sauce and drink beer while the old guy looks over like Horst’s taken his woman. Horst thinks — Fuck you, fat man.


  Eleanor leans close, breathing Cajun sauce. “I got a canary named Ed that kisses me.”


  “I kiss better’n a canary.”


  She winks and says: “I bet you do.”


  On the TV those robin’s-egg-blue golf shoes and lemon trousers get ready to putt. Eleanor heads to the ladies room as the ball travels toward the cup. The old guy watches her ass, and Horst, drunk and possessive, thinks — Hey, fuck you! Feeling the ballast of that beer in his belly, Horst cruises across to the cigarette machine. When Eleanor returns, she finds a pack of Virginia Slims leaning against a fresh beer. Her leg finds his. Horst’s hand finds her knee.


  Eleanor leans close. “You should see Henry’s tits.” Her eyes flicker toward the Native tranny. “He’s got implants. They’re out to here.”


  “So’re yours.”


  She wraps her ankles around his and coyly fits her tongue into the space where those two teeth used to be. “I got a cousin who smoked so much dope he grew a tail,” says Eleanor.


  “What?”


  “A tail. His tailbone started growing and he had to have an operation.”


  “Pot doesn’t give people tails. If it did I’d have a tail like a goddamn lemur.”


  Eleanor’s eyes go black. “Piss up a rope.” She stands, takes two beers and her Virginia Slims, and goes and sits with the dough-eared guy who looks over and gives Horst the finger.


  Nine O’clock. The entertainment starts and the bar is full. White trash, Natives, a few young Chinese, as well as Korean and Russian sailors up from the Ballantyne Pier. An East Indian guy in a shiny cowboy shirt and ten-gallon hat gets on stage with an acoustic guitar and a rhythm ace. He taps the mike: “Y’all ready to rock?”


  The tranny hoots.


  “Freddy Fender!” yells Eleanor.


  He plays “La Bamba.”


  Eleanor snaps her fingers about her ears. Then she’s pulling at the old guy’s hand trying to haul him up to dance, but he’s too drunk and too fat. So she looks around and rediscovers Horst. “Hey!” She circles her shoulder and winks. Horst’s drunk has flattened out into a wolfish belligerence. For a minute he thinks, To hell with you. Then he gives in.


  Horst and Eleanor go crotch-to-crotch on the dance floor. Horst is laughing. Yes indeed. It’s him and Eleanor tonight. He likes the cute way she puts her tongue in that hole between her teeth and wrinkles up her eyes. They dance until they sweat, her tits muscling about beneath her shirt. Finally Horst slips his arm around her waist, cups the roll of her flab, and steers her back to his table. He peace signs for more beer. Eleanor’s flushed and happy, and says, “Wanna see my canary?”


  “Yeah.” Horst reaches under the table and pulls her closer, chair and all. He slides his hand between her thighs. Eleanor reaches under and gives him a good squeeze. Horst likes that. She grins. He lights her cigarette.


  “Thanks.” She blows a kiss of smoke to the ceiling.


  “Where’s your place?” says Horst.


  “Two blocks, buy a six pack.”


  The old guy watches them leave; Horst gives him a jaunty wave. The ball travels toward the cup. Eleanor takes Horst’s hand. They head down to the corner and wait for the light. Horst hugs her and she responds. He leans to kiss her, but she puts her hand up and pushes his face away.


  “Fifty bucks and no kissing.”


  Horst’s face burns where she touched him, like she’s ripped away a Band-Aid. The air stinks of exhaust and Horst, unable to face her, squints up at the scab-black sky above the buildings. He wonders where that pig-shaved couple got to, and if they’re making love.


  “I only got twenty-five,” he says.


  Eleanor gives him a look.


  “I bought you supper and smokes and beer.”


  She relents and takes his hand. They wait side-by-side until that chirp, chirp starts up, signalling the blind it’s safe to cross.


  DURING THE SUMMERnights, Horst shifted constantly in his bed seeking the cool corners of his sheets. Yet it wasn’t just the heat that kept him awake, but boredom at sleeping in the same positions, and, worst of all, the desert of empty bed to his right.


  Boyle, in the rotting swamp of his apartment, dreamed of man-eating flowers and banana-beaked birds.


  Bunce did not dream at all. “I don’t bother,” he said.


  Horst got up and watered his plants at night The soil soaking up the moisture sounded like whispered conversation.


  Horst was sitting against the wall in the Empress Hotel beer parlour, counting his teeth with his tongue, when Skinny Osberg sat down.


  “You drinking that beer?”


  “As soon as I finish this one.”


  Skinny stretched his chapped lips, splitting them.


  Horst looked away. Then, unable to bear the tortoise-necked old man watching him like that, he pushed the other glass across the terry-cloth.


  “You’re an officer.” Skinny drank down half, closing his eyes to savour the taste of sour, generic draft. He sighed with the relief of one who’d made a narrow escape, then looked at Horst.


  “Know what day it is?”


  “Wednesday.”


  “It’s Father’s Day.”


  “You a father?”


  “You goddamned right I am.”


  “Then Happy Father’s Day.” Horst clinked Skinny’s glass and they both drank.


  Skinny plunked his empty down on Horst’s side.


  Horst ordered four more.


  A fat woman at another table warned, “Watch him, son.”


  “Don’t listen to that old bitch,” said Skinny.


  “She your wife?”


  Skinny sat back, shocked. When the beer arrived, he took two and, very dignified, went to another table.


  THE

  EMPRESS


  Mrs Livver sips her beer like it’s hot tea. Then she picks up her du Maurier Light, ignoring Skinny Osberg. She stares straight ahead, giving Skinny her bird-beak profile. Last month she caught him shaking coins out of the Save The Children Fund tin on the bar. Skinny’d drunk up his welfare cheque and was desperate for a beer, and Mrs Livver, with the maliciousness of a beer parlour hag, has been holding this crime like an axe over his neck ever since.


  Skinny knows that if Jules the bartender finds out, he’ll ban Skinny for life. Then Skinny’ll have to drink somewhere else. Maybe even have to move out of the Empress Hotel altogether. But there is nowhere else. Bad debts wait like rat traps in every downtown Vancouver pub except right here.


  Everyone heard what happened the last time Skinny Osberg went to another bar. It was the Pacific, over on Main. Gordy LeGrand hit him on the head with a janitor bucket, a steel one with wheels. Skinny had peed on LeGrand’s hip-length cast. All over the autographs and down to his toes. They’d been next to each other at the urinals, and Skinny’s stream had squirted out to one side like it occasionally does depending on how you’ve been wearing your dick. Mrs Livver heard all the details. She told Horst, she told everyone.


  So the old woman just sits there at her usual table in the Empress, smiling thin-lipped as a lizard. Skinny’s trying to get back into her good books, so maybe she’ll relent and buy him a beer. It means she’ll own his soul, but Skinny doesn’t care. Three days now he’s been dry. He’s ready to crawl. Mrs Livver’s looking forward to it. All day yesterday she warned people on their way to the toilet to take their beers in with them, or else Skinny’d sneak over and drink them up. And he would’ve.


  “Goddamn hot,” says Skinny. “My room’s on the west side here. The brick sucks that heat like a whore. Feels like I’m sleepin’ in a oven. How’s your fan? You fix that fan, Lawrence?”


  Mrs Livver keeps smiling like a lizard, and says to her boyfriend, Lawrence: “He wants to know did you fix the fan.”


  Lawrence says, “Eh?” like a hiccup, then keeps staring at his beer. Lawrence never says much. He got whipped across the back by a choker chain fourteen years ago, and is on permanent disability with fused vertebrae and arthritis. They met in the VGH, where Mrs Livver was a practical nurse. She took him in and they’ve been together ever since.


  “ ’Course he fixed the fan,” says Mrs Livver.


  “Ever need help don’t hesitate,” says Skinny.


  “I know who needs the help around here,” says Mrs Livver. “Joy, give us two more. And one for Horst down at the end there.”


  When Joy sets down the free beer, Horst raises the glass in salute.


  “I’m takin’ care of you, Horst,” calls Mrs Livver.


  Horst smiles. He knows Mrs Livver doesn’t like him any more than she does Skinny. But today’s Skinny’s turn on the rack.


  Skinny stares like a starved dog. He opens and closes his mouth, stretching his chapped lips.


  “Here you go, Skinny.” Joy sets a beer glass full of ice water in front of him.


  Skinny gazes sorrowfully at the water. “That’s true,” he says, as if agreeing to a pronouncement. “Cool glass of beer’s the only thing’ll cut a thirst. Thirty-three years in Vancouver, eleven here in the Empress, I never seen heat like this. You, Jules?”


  Jules doesn’t look up from the crossword. “Montreal’s hotter.”


  “Yeah, well, you’re by the cooler there.” Then Skinny rubs his nose and talks fast. “I get my paycheque tomorrow. I’ll pay you back with interest. Ten percent. How ’bout it?”


  Jules shakes his head.


  Mrs Livver starts jiggling, her fat shaking as if a train’s passing. She shakes her head like now she’s heard it all. “Paycheque! You weasel. You don’t get no paycheque. Welfare’s not no paycheque!” She twists against her fat to stare Skinny down.


  Skinny stretches his chapped lips, splitting them. They bleed and he licks the blood. Then he looks around, mournfully. “Nobody buy a man a glass of beer hottest goddamn day of the century?”


  Horst keeps his head down. He feels bad. But he’s broke too.


  And there’s nobody else in the Empress on this Monday afternoon in August.


  “You checked all your coin slots in this town.” Mrs Livver picks up her du Maurier Light and asks Joy how Marlene is.


  Joy scratches the scar on her arm where the name Albert had been tattooed, and says: “Grade four now.”


  Mrs Livver shakes her head, meaning — it sure goes fast. “Bring her in. I got just the thing for her. A nurse’s hat. I’ll give her my old nurse’s hat.”


  “She’d like that.”


  “Sure she would.” Then Mrs Livver grins. In a loud voice, she asks, “Where’s your daughter, Osberg?” She waits for the answer she knows won’t come. Skinny hasn’t heard from his daughter in eighteen years. Demonstrating her superiority as a human being, Mrs Livver announces, “I got three daughters. They call me every week. Don’t they, Lawrence?”


  “Eh?”


  “Sure they do.” Then Mrs Livver says: “Why don’t you get a job, Skinny?”


  “Aren’t none.”


  “You look?”


  “All the time.”


  “All the time. Skinny’s idea of looking for a job is taking the back alley down to Welfare and looking in the dumpsters. Horst! You about ready for another cool one?”


  Horst feels guilty, but he’s not saying no.


  Skinny’s ice water is pink with blood from his chapped lips. He watches Mrs Livver’s thighs where her slip shows under her flowered dress. Her feet dangle toes-down an inch above the tile floor, and her canes lean one against each armrest of the chair. Skinny used to be a saw-filer in a mill up north. He liked being up north. He liked the bush, all green and cool in the early morning. Sitting in the Empress, three days into the desert of no beer, he recalls those mornings.


  “Skinny!” Mrs Livver shouts like a stern schoolteacher. “Visit your mother lately?”


  Skinny’s glass of water slops over a little.


  “Bring her flowers do you?”


  Skinny stammers. “Don’t say that.”


  “Say what?” Mrs Livver’s eyebrows arch in all the evil innocence of a six-year-old.


  Skinny stands. He stands like a child at his desk. His chapped lips bleed, grouting his teeth in blood. He cries: “I d-d-didn’t d-do anything!”


  Mrs Livver sniffs soberly. “You’re right there.” She pours the dregs of her glass into a fresh one, bringing the level to overflowing. “Still smell it,” she says. “Walk by that room still smell it, can’t you Lawrence?”


  “Eh?”


  “Sure you can. Ammonia. Stinks like ammonia.”


  Tears run into the blood on Skinny’s chin. Joy comes over to calm him, but he stares straight past her as if watching the dead walk.


  Mrs Livver lights a fresh du Maurier. “Horst, how you doin’ son?”


  “Living,” says Horst, coldly. Horst hates himself for not telling her off.


  “Living.” Mrs Livver chuckles like that’s a good one.


  Skinny stares straight ahead. His mother had been dead for eight days in that room before Mrs Livver had complained about the smell. Skinny had been on a drunk.


  Now Mrs Livver says, “Hey Jules.” She winks. Jules leans to watch. Joy glances over from where she’s wiping a table. “Ok, Skinny,” says Mrs Livver. “I’ll buy you a beer. But you got to do a chore.” Mrs Livver takes her keys from her purse. “Go up and clean the toilet at the end of the hall. Clean it good. I’ll buy you a beer and a pickled egg. Don’t want you drinkin’ on a empty stomach.” She lays the washroom key on the terrycloth.


  Skinny presses his lips tight, sealing them in a glue of blood.


  Horst watches.


  Skinny steps out from behind his table. But as he reaches for the key Mrs Livver snatches it up, holding it against herself, and says, ‘“Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your might.’ That’s Solomon, Skinny, Solomon.”


  Skinny reaches for the key again and this time gets it.


  After Skinny leaves to clean the toilet, everyone settles into watching the TV above the bar. The Oprah show.


  “Male violence,” cries Oprah. “Fathers and sons and uncles!” She goes into the audience and points the microphone at a blond man in a pink jump suit. He stands and takes the mike like it’s a gift of flowers, yet he’s in tears. He shuts his eyes and holds the microphone in both hands as if he’s going to sing a love song, but then he opens his eyes, points to the camera, and accuses his father of crimes against humanity.


  “Fella looks like a fluff,” says Mrs Livver. “Don’t he look like a fluff, Lawrence?”


  “Eh?”


  “Sure he does. Man’s a fluff. Joy. Where’d all the real men go?”


  Joy scratches the scar on her arm and shrugs.


  WHAT HORST LIKEDabout the Empress was that everything in it was old. Remnants of the original ceramic floor tiles lay like Byzantine mosaic alongside cement and lino. Horst liked the terry-cloth covered tables, the taps in the can that said hot and cold, the wide marble stairs leading to the rooms above. What he like most, though, was being the youngest drinker there. He felt relaxed, like a child reassured by the sounds of nearby adults.


  For the regulars, the Empress was the only living room they had. They tormented each other like family. They displayed their scars and stats with grim pride. Fifty-two years at the wheel of a flatbed; thirty-nine filing saws. Horst listened. A service he offered. He liked to feel useful.


  At the Empress, Horst saw wedding bands pinching age-thickened fingers. He saw cigarette packages: Matinee, Export Plain, Players Navy Cut, Drum. He saw Joy moving among the tables, emptying the ashtrays into an Edwards coffee can. He saw Skinny Osberg drinking the dregs of abandoned beers. And, in the centre of it all, Mrs Livver, like some mad queen, her canes leaning one on each side of her throne, the fat on the back of her arm swaying like the belly of a pregnant bitch as she reached for her glass.


  THE

  BIRTHDAY

  PARTY


  My girls’re coming. Did I tell you my girls’re coming? Flo, Maggie, and Kate.”


  “Telling us every day for a goddamn month,” says Skinny Osberg. He sits with his back to the mustard-coloured wall.


  Mrs Livver sits at the table in the centre of the beer parlour. “Her” table. She smiles and shakes her head and doesn’t even glance at Skinny. “You got no kids, Osberg. You got nothing. And you know why? Because you are nothin’.”


  “Got a daughter’n you know it.”


  “Daughter? You call that a daughter? You ain’t got no daughter.”


  “I goddamn do, too. Marie!”


  Mrs Livver picks up her du Maurier Light, taps it, then puffs. “A daughter visits her father, Skinny. She don’t call you, she don’t write you, she don’t nothin’ you.” Mrs Livver raises her empty glass. “Two more here, Joy.”


  Skinny stares. He has no eyelashes and his hair is the colour of nicotine. “Whata you know about it?”


  “Know lot more’n I’m sayin’.”


  “You must know a lot ’cause you never shut up.”


  “You come to my birthday tomorrow’n you’ll learn more yet.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like what proper daughters’re like. Ain’t that right, Lawrence?”


  “Eh?” Lawrence sits slumped in the seat opposite Mrs Livver in his permanent hunch, watching the bubbles in his beer.


  “My grandchildren’ll be there. I got six. Four boys, two girls.”


  Joy sets down the beer.


  “You see your father, Joy?”


  Joy holds her tray on her hip. “Only when I go to the cemetery.”


  “How ’bout your mother?”


  “Phone every morning.”


  “Every morning. Hear that Skinny?”


  “My daughter phones me,” says Skinny.


  Mrs Livver shakes her head again. “God you lie.”


  “Goddamn ain’t lyin’!”


  “How come I never seen her?”


  Skinny stretches his chapped lips, splitting them. “Only comes round on special occasions.”


  “Well, tomorrow’s a special occasion. My big six-five. We all’d like to get a boo at this daughter of yours.”


  Skinny tastes the blood on his split lips. “I just might bring her.”


  “And a hundred says you won’t.”


  “You got a deal.”


  Everybody sits forward. Horst, Joy, Shack in his wheelchair. Shack calls, “God help her if she looks like you, Ozzo!”


  Skinny’s eyes cut left, then right. His face burns. He gulps his beer. “I’ll call her now.”


  Mrs Livver points. “Phone’s right there.”


  Skinny stands, breathing hard. He walks through the cool gloom of the beer parlour, passes on by the phone to jeers and hoots, pushes open the door, and steps into the sheet-metal glare of the August afternoon.


  When Skinny leaves Van City Pawnbrokers, it’s six o’clock. He did well. He has a hundred and seventeen dollars on him. He heads up Hastings to Princess, where the whores stand. Skinny hasn’t been this far from the Empress in a year, since that time Shack chased him for saying paraplegics couldn’t do it. Skinny has a plan.


  “Hey daddy, I’ll make you young again.”


  Skinny looks her over. She’s wearing a black cowboy hat, black leather bra and panties, and is barefoot. “I want someone who looks like me,” he says.


  She loses her smile. “Go on over to boy’s town, you old fag.”


  “No. A girl looks like me.”


  “Trannies’re that way.”


  Skinny studies his reflection in a car window to keep in mind exactly what he’s looking for. He walks two hours, until the sun’s behind the buildings and whole blocks are in shadow. He figures a redhead, or rusty blonde, with freckles. Skinny had freckles once. But he can’t find any whore with freckles. He goes into the Sub Stop for a coffee. Marie would be thirty-one. Born two days after JFK got shot. Six or seven years back, Skinny had called Louise to find out how Marie was doing, but Louise’d said it was none of his bees wax.


  “My daughter, she’s my bees wax.”


  “Lorne, you should’ve made us both your business thirty years ago.”


  “Better late than never.”


  He heard her drag on her cigarette. “Not in this case.”


  “She married?”


  “No.”


  “How come?”


  “She’s a stewardess.”


  “Stewardesses don’t get married?”


  “She lives with someone.”


  “How’re your feet?”


  “Just fine.”


  Louise had had thirty-three plantars warts on the bottoms of her feet. Skinny’s real name is Lorne. He sits in the Sub Stop, watching the hookers out front pretend to use the pay phones. Kids. The world keeps getting younger on him. He goes out again. The downtown air scrapes like asbestos in his throat. He looks up and down Hastings Street. Glenhaven Funeral Home, Pink Pearl Chinese Restaurant, and, farther up, the Astoria Hotel sign blinking in the summer night. He considers saying fuck it, but then he thinks of old lady Livver laughing at him.


  Skinny finds a woman who looks right. She stands by a dumpster, though looks like she belongs in a bank.


  “Birthday party?” She raises one eyebrow.


  “All the food’n beer you can put back.”


  “How long?”


  Skinny hadn’t thought about that. “Say, three hours.”


  She considers it. “Two hundred.”


  “Jesus! It’ll be a holiday!”


  “You know how much I make here in three hours?”


  Skinny looks around. The alley stinks of meat, pee, and burnt plastic. “Darlin’, you’re on shit row as far as I can figure.”


  “And you’re an old asshole.”


  “How ’bout one-fifty?” He decides he’ll give her half of what old lady Livver will owe him.


  She sniffs and looks away, thinking.


  Skinny studies her. She’s the right age and not too slutty. “Tomorrow. Six o’clock.”


  “Six! I don’t get out of bed until six!”


  “One-fifty. All’s you got to remember is to call me daddy.”


  “Daddy!” She shuts her eyes and shakes her head, like it never ends.


  “All the beer you want.”


  “I don’t drink beer.”


  “Wine then. There’ll be wine.”


  When Skinny and “Marie” walk in, everyone looks. She’s done a good job on herself, wearing a pleated grey skirt, plain white blouse, and only a touch of lipstick.


  “Jesus Osberg!” says Shack. “How’d such an ugly bugger like you have such a good-lookin’ daughter?”


  Skinny grins. He inhales the respect in the air.


  Joy introduces herself. Jules, the bartender, wipes his hand on the cloth slung over his shoulder and shakes her hand. Horst is there too, and he says hello. Mrs Livver is the only one who doesn’t say a word. She just squints and stays where she is, surrounded by her flabby, sag-breasted daughters, lecturing them like they’re deaf.


  “You should’ve brought the little ones. I’m disappointed. I ain’t seen ’em since Christmas. You’d think Surrey was Saint John’s. How much you pay your babysitter? Get one of them Filipino women. They work cheap.”


  “S’cuse me.” Maggie, the biggest, rises like a gas bag and heaves off toward the ladies room.


  Mrs Livver watches her. “She still cry every day at four o’clock? If eyeballs could rust that one’d need a new pair every week.” Mrs Livver glances over at Skinny.


  Skinny sees her looking.


  So does “Marie.” “Why doesn’t she come over and pay the fuck up?”


  “She’s sneaky.”


  “She gonna ask me trick questions?”


  “I don’t know.” Skinny picks at his frayed lip. There’s a buffet by the bar. “You want some potato salad?”


  “Potato salad?” Marie looks at him like he farted. “I want a vodka.”


  “Got wine and beer all you can drink.”


  “A double vodka with a twist.”


  “Have to pay for it.”


  “Buy me one or I walk.” She speaks straight ahead, even though Skinny sits beside her.


  Skinny buys her a double vodka and lime. Then a second one. Four and a quarter each.


  Jimmy Shack rolls over to the bar and slots his empties into the automatic glass washer. He always does that, to prove paraplegics can take care of their own acts. Then he rolls on over to Skinny and Marie. “Looks like ya got a nose fer vodka there.”


  Marie sucks ice and nods.


  Shack buys a round of doubles.


  Marie brightens up. “Where’s the music? You said this was a party … Dad.”


  “Want music?” With one shove, Shack sends himself whirring along the lino to the jukebox. He looks back.


  “The Bee Gees.”


  The music booms up big. Three double vodkas in her, Marie tries getting Skinny up to dance, but he says no. “It don’t look right.” So Marie dances alone. Everybody in the bar watches. Then Shack comes along behind and scoops her up so she falls laughing into his lap.


  “Fred Astaire of the wheelchair!” sings Shack.


  Marie hoots and kicks her legs. She has her arm around Shack’s shoulders.


  Skinny is half-standing. Shack, the dirty cripple, has his hands all over her. Skinny glances at Mrs Livver, who’s watching real close. Skinny stretches his chapped lips, splitting them.


  When the music ends, Marie’s loud laughter groans out. “Hey! How ’bout some quarters, Dad!” Sitting in Shack’s lap, she crosses her legs and bounces her foot impatiently.


  Skinny feels like he’s on stage as he gives her his last quarters.


  She wipes sweat from her forehead. “Another vodka, Dad.”


  “I think you’ve had enough.”


  Her eyes hit Skinny like hammers. Skinny turns. The entire bar is watching. “Another vodka and lime.”


  “A double,” Marie corrects him.


  “A double.”


  Mrs Livver comes over. She leans on her canes, daughters Flo and Maggie at each elbow, and Kate behind, in case she tips over backward. “Haven’t innerduced us here, Skinny.”


  Skinny introduces them.


  Marie, still in Shack’s lap, extends her hand as if to be kissed.


  Mrs Livver looks her over. “Take after your mother, do you.”


  Marie looks down at herself, making a show of peeking inside the collar of her blouse at her breasts. “I guess I do, yeah.”


  “Never seen you here before.”


  “Never seen you here either.”


  “I’m here every day,” says Mrs Livver.


  “Well, I guess I got better things to do than sit in a rubby bar.”


  “Better’n seein’ your father?”


  Joy brings the double vodka.


  Marie drinks back half, then crunches up a piece of ice.


  “I see you and your old man got one thing in common.”


  Marie stops chewing, gulps back the rest of her double, then stands. Behind her, Shack makes cross-eyes at her bum. “Oh, we got a lot more in common than that.” She speaks in a mock high voice. “Don’t we, Daddy?” She wraps her arm around Skinny’s shoulders, and, with her free hand, gives his crotch a good firm squeeze right there in front of everyone.


  Skinny stands on the sidewalk in front of the Empress looking up. The nine o’clock gun has just gone off. Straight overhead the sky is black as a bruise. A plane passes, lights blinking.


  Horst joins Skinny. “Well, you won your bet.”


  “I showed her.”


  “You did.”


  Skinny says, “You ever been in an airplane?”


  “Yeah.”


  “My daughter’s a stewardess. Did I tell you that?”


  “No.”


  “Well she is.”


  IF HORST HADa choice, he’d have a daughter rather than a son. He wondered what a female version of himself would look like. It was a scary thought. Even more frightening though is that he’d love her so much he couldn’t bear it. What if she looked at him with those child eyes, what if she fell asleep on his chest, what if she cried, or called “Dad” in her sleep? It brought tears to his eyes even to think about it. He’d follow her around with a gun to protect her. And if something did happen, he’d have to kill himself. It would be the only way he could survive.


  Kids. Horst envied the absolute confidence of their inexperience. Knowledge isn’t power, just like talking things over never helps. Experience means fear. No. Give Horst the bliss of ignorance any day.


  THE YOUNG

  AND THE

  OLD


  Horst broods like an old cod in the weed-choked fish-bowl of Wally’s front window. The massive philoden-dron has overgrown the window and ceiling, the whole huge plant trailing back down to one withered stem root-bound in a gallon paint can. Horst stares at it.


  “Why don’t you repot this bugger?”


  Wally Wong swats a fly above Horst’s head with a rolled Racing Form. The fly joins the other black scabs on the wall. Wally spreads his form on Horst’s table and leans on his fists. “Go to the track?”


  “Went swimming.”


  “Swimming?” Wally snorts and shakes his head.


  “They swim in Hong Kong, Wally?”


  Wally sucks his teeth. “Only people swim in Hong Kong are fish.”


  Horst is too broke to go to the track. He went swimming at Britannia, because Saturday afternoon it’s free. Him and five thousand screaming kids. Horst is out of work again, and hasn’t slept a full night in weeks; some guy from Toronto moved in upstairs and he snores.


  Stewart Gull steps into the cafe and holds the door open for Ray Bunce, who announces that it’s time for rice.


  “Rice?” Wally stares. “Got no rice. Got veal cutlet. You win?”


  Bunce shakes his head. “Took a pounding.”


  “You bullshit. Just don’t wanna leave tip.”


  Gull grins at Bunce’s cleverness.


  Wally says, “Who win triactor?”


  “It was three-two-five,” says Gull.


  “Three? Who three?”


  Gull shrugs.


  Horst slaps the table. “Look at this guy. What the hell good is that? You don’t even know the names of the horses!”


  Gull stares in stung silence. He’s twenty-two, skinny as a bike, and wears a fedora and suit coat, playing like he’s some old-time gambler. Gull doesn’t even know how to read the Racing Form, but he’s always hanging around, talking closers and front speed.


  Gull bugs Horst. For one thing, Gull’s always telling Horst things he already knows. Worse, Gull seems to like Horst.


  Boyle Rupp has come in too, but is keeping strangely quiet. He’s trying to look dignified, wearing a brown corduroy coat with black patches on the elbows and a white shirt buttoned up to his beard.


  Wally fills their cups with coffee as flat-black and bitter as only he can make it. They all order veal cutlets except Rupp.


  “Ate at the track.”


  Horst knows he’s lying. Rupp’s blown his last buck, but is embarrassed to admit it. Here’s where Horst and Rupp differ. Horst would rather eat than bet; Rupp would rather bet than eat.


  Rupp changes the subject. “That guy upstairs still snoring?”


  Horst rolls his eyes.


  “I’ll give you a tip,” says Rupp. “Rob him. Then wipe shit on the walls. He’ll leave.”


  Horst stares. “Shit?”


  “Sure! Would you stay you come home and find shit on your walls?”


  “Rupp, where the hell you come up with this stuff?”


  “I read a lot.”


  “What about sleeping pills?” says Gull.


  Horst turns on him. “Christ kid! I get addicted to sleeping pills? I got a right to a decent night’s sleep.”


  “Okay, okay.”


  Rupp pours himself a handful of sugar, slaps it into his mouth, then chases it down with coffee. “So go read him your rights.”


  Wally grabs up the sugar dispenser. “This was full!”


  Horst says, “Hey Wally. You sleep all right?”


  “Sleep fuckin’ good. Whisky and three aspirin every night.” Wally heads for the kitchen.


  “I hate that fucker,” says Horst.


  “Wally?”


  “The guy upstairs.”


  “You said you never even talked to him.”


  “I don’t need to talk to him to hate him.”


  “You hate everything,” says Rupp, sneaking another mouthful of sugar.


  Horst frowns. Does he?


  When they finish eating, Wally asks if they want pie.


  “Got apple?”


  “Raisin.”


  They have raisin pie. The crust is pale, cold, and the filling sags out the sides. Rupp steals another mouthful of sugar.


  They head to the Alhambra, on Commercial Drive, the SoHo of Vancouver. It’s packed. As they wait for a table, Rupp locks his eyes onto a blonde in a black Spanish dress and gold hoop earrings. Rupp looks like a bird dog, staring with the hunger of the starved. If he had a tail, it’d be sticking straight out. The woman’s hand goes to her neck, as if something’s crawling there. She glances back, spots Rupp, then says something to the guy with her, who looks like he thinks he’s James Dean, wearing a singlet, black hair stroked straight back, and short sideburns. Horst nudges Rupp to stop staring, then gazes innocently at the walls. They’re done up with all sorts of Spanish artifacts, daggers, brass plates, pictures of sunbaked villages, plus a couple of yellowed restaurant reviews showing the owner, a big-bellied guy with oily hair and a handlebar moustache.


  A table finally comes free — except there’s only three chairs.


  See! thinks Horst. Fuckin’ Gull. If Gull wasn’t here I’d have a seat! He looks around. Spotting a chair he points, questioningly — but the woman next to it shakes her head and pulls the chair closer. Horst walks across the bar and spots another chair.


  “This seat free?”


  The kid next to it doesn’t answer. He’s involved in a very serious draw on his cigarette and is not to be interrupted. He’s wearing a Panama hat, as if Vancouver is the tropics.


  Horst repeats: “This seat free?”


  The kid, all of Gull’s age, finally finishes exhaling smoke. He butts his cigarette, sniffs, then, not bothering to turn his head, says: “Nope.”


  Horst stares, jaw hard. The kid ignores him. Horst returns to where Bunce and Rupp and Gull are sitting, and stands. First Horst puts his hands in his pockets, then he pulls them out and folds his arms across his chest; he stands on one foot, then the other, and finally ends up shoving his hands back into his pockets again. He tries being at ease, as if — Hey! I’d rather stand, I always stand … And it does give a different perspective. At one table, everyone’s wearing black leather and sunglasses — sunglasses in a dark bar. Pale white guys trying to be blind black jazz men. At another table a big black guy is going on in some loud Caribbean accent, like he thinks he’s Bob Marley. He’s got one of those tea cosies on his head and all his gestures are exaggerated, like he knows he’s being watched. And he is. Half the bar is glancing over and listening in. Wow! A real live rasta man right here in Vancouver. The white girl with him eats it all up. She’s got her hair done in corn-rows and beads, the whole shot.


  Twenty minutes Horst stands, and no one sits in that chair. The kid was lying. So Horst heads over and just takes it.


  “Hey man!” The kid grabs at it.


  But Horst holds on. The entire bar watches. Even Bob-Marley-the-bullshitter’s shut his yap to watch. Horst yanks — the kid comes lunging toward him. Then Horst plants his feet and gives a good shove, letting the chair go, saying — “Take it!”


  The kid stumbles backward into a table, chair and all, toppling a pitcher of sangria and half a dozen glasses.


  Somebody grabs Horst from behind — the owner — and drives him toward the door, which one of the people waiting obligingly opens.


  Horst stands on the sidewalk. It’s raining and his coat’s inside. Groups of kids in Doc Martens, pig-shaves, and nose rings pass by ignoring him. Gull comes out with Horst’s coat.


  “I’ll give you a ride,” says Gull.


  “I’ll walk.”


  “C’mon!”


  “I’m walking,” says Horst, thinking please, don’t be nice to me.


  “I got something for you.” Gull opens the door of his ‘66 Falcon.


  Horst shakes his head. A ‘66 Falcon with a white stripe. Who’d of thought that some day a boat like this’d be cool to drive? Horst knows what Gull’s up to here with the car, the clothes, the track. Gull’s playing. He’s having a good time, too. Horst is exhausted. He wants to sleep. Then he thinks of that Toronto guy upstairs, snoring.


  “Here.” Gull thrusts something out the passenger-side window.


  Earplugs. Horst stares at them an entire minute before taking them. “I tried earplugs.”


  “Not like these.”


  Horst takes them and says thanks.


  “I’ll drive you.”


  Suddenly feeling bad for giving Gull shit all night, Horst says, “No. I need a walk.”


  When Horst gets home, he moves through his apartment watering his plants, listening to the soft crackling of the soil soaking up the moisture, and smelling the wet dirt. Every shelf, ledge, and corner has plants. Plants. All you have to do is water them. They’ll even flower! Horst can’t believe it. Sometimes the blind optimism of flowers tortures him.


  Upstairs, the guy is snoring. Horst fits the sponge plugs into his ears. They work. He thinks of Gull; he thinks of himself; then he recalls old man Fraser. Old man Fraser was a crabby neighbour who kept rocks on his window ledge and threw them if you yelled too loud, touched his fence, or simply got too close. Horst stands in the middle. of his room with his watering can. “That’s me.”


  BUNCE WAS OBLIVIOUSto Gull and ‘66 Falcons. Bunce did not envy or fear the young. Bunce had one wish — that the races ran seven nights a week, fifty-two weeks a year. Bunce had two daughters. He also had an ex-wife and an MA in Philosophy. Spinoza. But Bunce never talked about Spinoza, or his daughters, or his ex-wife. He talked about horses. He talked about track conditions: slop versus mud, the percentage of sand in the surface, mile tracks versus bullrings. He compared speed handicapping with trip handicapping, the effect of Lasix, front wraps, blinkers. He discussed trainers, alcoholic jockeys, grey horses versus black horses, sprints versus routes.


  Bunce liked his life.


  If anyone mentioned Bunce’s ex-wife, he said, simply, “She dumped me.”


  “That’s ‘cause you’re an asshole,” Boyle would add.


  And it was true that a lot of people disliked Bunce. For one thing, he took pleasure in causing discomfort. He asked awkward questions, told waitresses the food was a four out of ten, and stared at people with a smug, heavy-eyed gaze that implied he thought they were fools. This had embarrassed and aggravated Star, his ex.


  STAR


  Star stares from the Volvo hating what she sees. Her daughters, Karla and Jill, swinging Bunce’s briefcase between them and walking in step across the racetrack parking lot. Star grips the steering wheel until her rings pinch. Star gave Bunce that briefcase. Now he fills it with Racing Forms. An hour she’s been waiting, hungry, needing to pee, sweat sliding drop-by-drop down her ribs, her skin stuck to the seat, a fly battering itself against the rear window. What’d Bunce do, she thinks, take Karla and Jill out to the stables and introduce them to those low-life alcoholic midgets? Star might miss her Arete meeting because of this. Whatever Bunce did, she’s convinced he did on purpose, and this is going down against him in the custody hearing. Responsible men take their daughters to the Museum of Anthropology, Science World, Stanley Park, not the fucking race track.


  They’re almost at the car now. Time’s up. Karla knows it and stares hard at the pavement, thinking. Nine-year-old Karla’s a thinker. Star wonders, Why doesn’t she know her father’s relieved he only sees her once a week? Why doesn’t she realize her precious Dad took the big hike on them? Sometimes Star has to walk around the block to calm down so as not to slap Karla’s face and straighten her out. Star terrifies herself with those surges of rage. She’s appalled at the thoughts she has when Karla is obstinately loyal to Bunce.


  Star opens the door and Jill shouts, “They shot a horse!”


  Karla shoves her. “Did not. They injected it.”


  “Broken leg,” says Bunce.


  “So they kill it?”


  “They put a tent over it and put it to sleep.”


  “Vanned and foxed the fucker,” says Karla, kicking a stone.


  Bunce grins guiltily.


  Karla explains how horsemeat is good for foxes; it makes their fur shine.


  Star drives across the city in silence, from East Vancouver to Kitsilano. She pulls up in front of the babysitter’s house.


  “Now, no laughing at Mrs Gurniak’s moustache.” Mrs G. has a moustache that would make a pirate proud.


  Jill leans and whispers that Mrs G. has hairy armpits.


  “So?”


  Jill makes a face. “It stinks.”


  Mrs G. appears on the porch. Star waves, shoos the kids out, then heads off to pick up her mother, who goes with her to the Arete meetings. As Star drives, she checks the rearview mirror, then takes a sniff of her armpit, quickly exhaling the mousey must of sweat and salt and deodorant. She stopped shaving her armpits three months ago.


  When Star’s mother, June, gets into the car, she touches Star’s thigh and says, “Guess!”


  “What?”


  “Guess!”


  Star exhales impatiently. This second childhood business is pissing her off. “How should I know!”


  “He’s a baker.” She means Dunc, a man she met through an ad.


  “A baker?”


  “He made me a dozen almond croissants.”


  “So, like, you’ve been seeing him?”


  “Of course!”


  Star’s mother’s face is covered in a fine fuzz, like an over-ripe apricot. Star tries finding the right phrase: had sex, made love, done it. “And, so, you’ve …”


  June nods quickly. She lifts her chin, remembering. “It was lovely.”


  Star stares straight ahead.


  Arete is Greek for virtue.


  The Arete meetings take place in The Iron Workers’ Hall.


  Glen is at the door hugging everyone as they come in. Glen is tall, has b.o. and a beard. Star hates beards, especially stringy ones like Glen’s. She notices he’s wearing that ugly brown sweater again. Star cringes when Glen hugs her, and keeps her hips well back from his. She knows this means she hasn’t “got it” and still has work to do on “her shit.” But fuck Glen. Star comes to Arete because Ruth’s here, and Jerry, who has only one leg. Funny how Star doesn’t mind hugging him. Jerry’s cancer’s in remission and he’s just happy to be here setting up chairs. He also does a great imitation of Adolph Hitler singing “My Way.”


  Ruth strides over and wraps her arms around Star, who feels like sobbing. Ruth is forty-five, solid, and getting fuzzy about the chin, something Star watches with admiration and horror. Admiration because Ruth’s not doing anything about those hairs. She doesn’t even bleach them. Horror because this is exactly what is happening to Star herself. Hair, the acne of middle age.


  Ruth hugs Star, then leans back, scrutinizing her. “Bunce?”


  Star nods, relieved that Ruth has spotted how upset she is. Her mother hadn’t noticed a thing. Ruth strokes Star’s back, then, one arm around her shoulders, hugs her again, the way Star’s father used to. Ruth smells of soap and self-confidence. Star loves Ruth.


  Glen stands up in front and spreads his arms, signalling for attention. Everyone sits on the folding metal chairs and prepares to listen. Star and Ruth and June sit in a row. Star and Ruth exchange glances as Glen describes his trip to California, where he attended a Senior Facilitator’s Seminar with Dale Rice, the man who designed Arete. Star and Ruth think Glen is a prize noodle.


  “All I can tell you is this,” says Glen in his most profound voice. “Dale Rice burns natural gas. He burns clear and he burns clean. And when you look into Dale’s eyes!” Glen nods as if there can be no mistake. “You know he’s been all the way.” Glen paces. “Dale taught us something. But he didn’t do it with words. No!” Glen flings his arms apart in a gesture Star finds embarrassingly theatrical. Glen the Guru. She hears Ruth clear her throat to cover a laugh. “What Mr Dale R. taught us he did without one sound. How? I’ll tell you how. He was himself.” Glen pauses dramatically, desperate to be taken seriously. “He told us how it had taken him a PhD in Clinical Psychology, two trips to India, a hundred trips on LSD, divorce, a hernia, and prostate surgery to finally be … himself.”


  June emits a long murmur of admiration at such a struggle.


  Star smiles politely.


  Glen is relieved. “Now. I want each of you to step up here and tell us all how you’ve been doing since our last Three-Day Intensive.”


  June stands right up, walks to the front, turns, and faces the group. Star’s mother is a small, tidy woman, who, for decades, lived in a housecoat. Yet since leaving her husband, Star’s father, she is no longer Star’s mother, she’s June. And what June does, to Star’s horror, though everyone else’s absolute absorption, is describe her first orgasm. Her very first, which occurred two nights ago with a baker named Dunc.


  “After thirty-seven years of marriage I had my first satisfying sexual experience,” she says, blinking at them all in tearful defiance. She cries as she describes her ex-husband. “Each Saturday night before our weekly sex, he had an enema. I could smell the rubber on his fingers.”


  When June sits down, to applause, escorted by Glen who never misses a chance to put his arms around someone, Star stands. She’s horrified. She’s getting the fuck out of here. Yet she stands at the same time as Jerry, who wants to go up and speak next, so there’s confusion. Jerry thinks Star wants to go up too, and, being a polite guy, he insists she go ahead.


  Others immediately join in. “Yes! Come on! We haven’t heard from you in ages!”


  Star stammers. “I was only going to the bathroom …” And she edges off toward it. Yet the bathroom is in the opposite direction from the exit. Fuck! She’ll have to cross in front of the entire group to get out; they’ll see this and make a big deal. She can’t face that. So Star finds herself in the cold clammy bathroom of The Iron Workers’ Hall wondering what to do. It takes a minute before she notices the small window above the toilet tank. Standing on the seat she looks out at a dumpster directly below, glances back at the washroom door, then at the dumpster again. Taking a deep breath, Star begins squirming through the window.


  And gets stuck at the hips.


  “Oh fucking Christ!” She struggles, wedging herself tighter, then, exhausted, lets herself hang down the stucco wall. She feels like weeping. But she doesn’t. The crushed glass of the stucco glints in the evening light and the wall actually smells pleasantly of sun-heated cement, which reminds her for some reason of childhood. Star misses childhood.


  Then it occurs to her that Glen could come into the can and find her like this, giving him every excuse to grope her under the pretence of pulling her free. The thought of Glen feeling her up terrifies Star. Why couldn’t Ruth find her? Star reaches out and grips the edges of the dumpster, gives a pull, and feels her arse getting moulded into a square by the window frame. Jesus … She’s doing a sort of handstand now. She finally hauls herself through and drops with a small cry headfirst into the garbage.


  June finds Star in the alley. Star’s white blouse is stained yellow with something she does not even want to imagine. Her left shoe and shin are brown from stepping in a can of wood stain.


  June says, “I thought honesty was the whole idea.”


  “Is that what that was?”


  “You think I was unfair?”


  “How about getting Dad to give his side?”


  “The same day you invite Bunce to give his.”


  They stare at each other.


  In the car they’re silent. Then June is crying again. She cries but her gaze is steady and her voice strong. “For your information, what I didn’t tell everyone was how he always made me give him that enema!”


  Star says nothing.


  June says, “Don’t be an old woman before you have to.”


  Star glances over. June sits absolutely at ease with herself, hands folded in her lap and eyes on the vermilion sky above Vancouver’s North Shore mountains. After a while, June says, musingly, having passed beyond the argument, “I’d like to go for a midnight swim.”


  “The water’s too polluted,” states Star, as if June should know that.


  When Star drops her off they part in silence. Star gets the kids then wades through the putting-them-to-bed ritual, fending off questions about her brown left leg. When she’s done, she pours herself a glass of white wine, then checks her messages. Nothing from Ruth. Star is hurt. Surely Ruth saw how upset she was. Surely she noticed something was wrong. Jesus! Star went into the bathroom and never came out! She dials Ruth’s number. The machine comes on. Star listens to Ruth’s voice. She hangs up, redials, and listens again.


  Star goes into the bathroom to scrub her leg. The hairs on her shin remind her of Mrs Gurniak’s moustache.


  Later, Star sits on the edge of Karla’s bed stroking the child’s smooth, clear cheek as she sleeps. Karla loves Bunce. Bunce, who likes watching horses ridden into the ground and then shot. Bunce, who’d have a good laugh if he heard Star was going to something like Arete. Star slides her fingers down over Karla’s neck and feels the flicker of the child’s pulse. Star presses in with a trembling fingertip, trying to capture that elusive twitch of life, but Karla murmurs then rolls away into the blankets, dreaming of horses.


  BUNCE HAD ALREADYbeen before the Law arguing his right to take his daughters to the horse races. He argued well. Bunce was Irish and could call up the accent and raise his diction to aristocratic heights. “Whataya” became “what do you.” “Should” became “shall.” “Gotta” became “must.” “Hey you” became “sir.” When Bunce put on the voice people listened. Cops, waiters, thugs all hesitated and glanced around, unsure what they were dealing with.


  Though sometimes it backfired.


  One night in Boyle Rupp’s Bug they got caught in a roadblock. Bunce took charge.


  “Sir. I’m an MA in Philosophy and a member of the Diamond Club. I assure you this wretch has imbibed no alcoholic products and therefore enjoys full command of his admittedly meagre faculties.”


  The cop had shifted his flashlight from Rupp to Bunce. When Bunce finished, the cop said, “Get outta the car. Alla ya.”


  Bunce, Rupp, and Horst stood spreadeagled in the rain against the Bug while the cop sat in the squad car checking their records.


  “Fuck, Bunce!”


  “Rupp. Compose yourself Cup your hands around the flame of your spirit and it will grow tall even in the most adverse wind.”


  The cop informed Rupp there were three hundred dollars in outstanding traffic violations against his licence. He impounded the car.


  It cost Rupp seventy-five to get the Bug back after paying off the three hundred. He demanded Bunce pay half.


  “Rupp, see a psychiatrist.”


  “It’s your fault!”


  “Did I rack up three hundred in tickets?”


  “They’d of never found out if you hadn’t butted in.”


  “It was only a matter of time.”


  “You cheap bastard.”


  “Rupp. It’s not money, but principle. From the Latin principium. In Christian Science, another word for God.”


  BROTHERLY

  LOVE


  Rupp announced he was buying a church.


  Bunce pointed out that Blue Sky was jumping from 4000 to 10,000 off a loss. Very suspicious.


  Horst stared harder out the grimed window of Wally’s Cafe. A semi hauling chickens stopped in the traffic. Chickens crammed so tight in wire cages only their eyes moved, blinking stupidly on their way to the slaughterhouse. That’s what we are, thought Horst. He’d just turned thirty-nine and was inclined to the morbid.


  Bunce tapped his Racing Form with his red pen. He smelled a rat. “4000 to 10,000 off a loss. Somebody knows something.”


  Horst said, “Whataya mean, a church?”


  “A church. You know.”


  “You can’t buy a church.”


  “There’s a sign. I phoned.”


  Bunce circled Blue Sky. “As long as it’s deconsecrated, a church is nothing but real estate.”


  “Deconsecrated. Yeah. That’s what the priest said.”


  Wally appeared, coffee swaying like black paint in the pyrex pot.


  Horst said, “Hey Wally. You go to church?”


  “Church? I was fucking altar boy. Hong Kong R.C.” He refilled their cups then threw down three creamers.


  Bunce decided to indulge Rupp. “Pray, what wouldst thou with a church?”


  “It’s a gold mine.”


  Bunce smiled.


  Horst snorted.


  Rupp said, “You gonna be track bums the rest of your life? Look at you! Countin’ quarters. You gotta have imagination!”


  Horst was insulted. Imagination? Since when did Rupp have imagination? Horst’s head was a Mediterranean maze of topiaried shrubs, Florentine fountains, odalisques reclining on trimmed turf. Sure, his apartment faced an alley strewn with the guts of split green garbage bags. But yesterday he’d bought himself a suit at Value Village for fifteen bucks. Tailor-made in London. Slate grey, silk lined. He wore it last night, wandering his place getting drunk on red wine and pretending he had guests. “Yeah, Rupp’s got so much imagination he hasn’t changed his shirt in three weeks.”


  Bunce turned to a fresh page in his notepad. “What are they asking?”


  “One-sixty.”


  Bunce wrote the figure and underlined it. “Square footage?”


  “Two thousand.”


  “That’s small”


  “It’s old.”


  “Does it have a bell?”


  Rupp looked at Horst. “Of course it’s got a bell.”


  “Hey. Fuck you. Maybe they took it.”


  Rupp turned back to Bunce. “Corner lot.”


  “Parking?”


  “On the street.”


  “Pews?”


  “Revarnished last year.”


  Bunce sized up what he’d written.


  “Land,” said Rupp. “You can’t go wrong!”


  “Where you gonna get the bucks?”


  Rupp looked caught.


  Horst knew the expression. He made a wall with his hands. “No way. You’re dreaming. You still owe me.”


  Bunce flipped his notepad shut.


  Rupp got frantic. “Jesus, Horst! You’re thirty-nine and don’t own dick.”


  “Neither do you.”


  Rupp slapped the table. “That’s what I’m saying. We gotta pull together. The three of us. We can own real estate. That church is a multi-use facility!”


  Those weren’t Rupp’s words. “Where you pick that up?”


  Rupp pulled pamphlets from his coat pockets. “Bingo Hall! Community Centre! Day Care! We can get public funding. City Council’s got programs.” Rupp looked to Bunce and threw down his ace: “Handicapping seminars.”


  Horst jerked his thumb, “Who’d pay to hear him?”


  Bunce didn’t like that. Bunce dreamed of holding handicapping seminars and Rupp knew it.


  “Five thou down, we can get a mortgage. Seventeen hundred each.”


  “You haven’t got seventeen dollars.”


  Rupp let that pass. He got sincere. He put his hand on his heart. “I’m fifty. You know what I mean? Fifty. And I’m gonna tell you something I never admitted before: I’m management material.” He rushed on before they could laugh. “This is my chance. Right here. I can make this place pay. It’s commercially zoned. Could make a pub out of it. A pub. Goddamn fortune!”


  Bunce had written in his pad: Trip handicapping, Speed handicapping, Trainers, Jockeys, Breeders, Body language. He thought, Body language alone could take an entire lecture.


  Horst pointed at Rupp. “I got imagination you bastard.”


  “Then get on board.”


  Horst was disappointed the saint statues were gone. The alcoves in the walls were empty. The open rafters lent a vaulted feel to what was basically a one-storey house. Behind the altar the pale outline where the cross had hung glowed faintly in the October afternoon.


  Rupp hurried between the pews, lifting the kneeling-boards, hunting for coins, and calling out the features. “Stained glass is forty-two years old. There’s a basement with a kitchen and two ping-pong tables. Can hold wedding receptions. Get some mattresses can stick two dozen immigrants down there.”


  Bunce stepped up onto the altar platform and raised his arms high as if to exhort the faithful.


  Horst stood before the confession booth. Two carved doors, the smell of old wax and sour wood. He hadn’t confessed in thirty years.


  Rupp found $2.20 in change.


  Horst opened the right-hand door, turned, sat down, and pulled the door shut.


  When word got out, people dropped in. Wally came by wearing his white shirt and white cook’s pants. Larry Sodd came too. Sodd had been a jock, but a horse kicked him in the back. Now he moved like he had a fence post for a spine. He couldn’t look left or right without turning his entire body. Both Wally and Sodd kept their hands in their pockets, uneasy about being in a church.


  Wally had only one thing to say. “Why?”


  Rupp was shocked. “It’s a money tree!”


  Wally didn’t push it. He asked Bunce about today’s feature race.


  Bunce said he was going with Gleason. “It likes the rail.”


  “That goat’s 23-to-1!”


  “Exactly.” Bunce pointed out the odds column. “All his rail rides have been long. And he’s never finished worse than second.”


  Sodd said he liked Angel.


  “Won’t even be in the money.” Bunce x’ed out Angel’s name.


  Sodd and Wally were skeptical.


  Bunce was cool. “10-to-1 Angel finishes no better than fourth.”


  Angel finished dead last. More convincing, Gleason won by four lengths going away. Bunce had put sixty to win and twenty to place and collected sixteen hundred dollars. Horst and Rupp each won four hundred.


  Rupp took this as a sign. “See!”


  “Rupp. That was not the Hand of God. It was the Hand of Me. I picked the winner.” Privately, though, Bunce was ecstatic. It was his first big hit all season.


  Sodd and Wally showed the following Sunday, tortured at missing such a gold-plated tip, but hopeful for another. Billy Fenster came too, as did Will White and Frank Grassic. Grassic crossed himself as he came in and asked if anyone needed shoes. He had a trunk full. He was a mortician. Everyone knew he stole the shoes from the corpses he dressed. Half the bodies in Vancouver’s cemeteries were barefoot.


  They all sat in the back, just as they’d sat at the back of the class at school. Bunce confessed today’s card a mystery.


  Grassic said, “Fuck you, who’s got the late triactor?”


  Will White lit an Old Port and threw the match at Grassic. “Don’t swear in church.”


  Bunce sat on the back of a pew. “Forget the late triactor. Forget all the races but the Sixth.”


  Mike Rohr came in. “Fuck me up the ass if I’d’ve believed this.” He propped his foot on a pew and shook his head.


  Grassic said go home.


  Bunce directed Rohr’s attention to the Sixth.


  Rohr stated North Star was a lock in the Sixth.


  “Then bet it,” said Bunce.


  “I will. Hundred across.”


  “You don’t need me, then.”


  “Nobody needs you, Bunce.”


  Bunce smiled. “Then why are you here?”


  “I come to see the fish.” Rohr spat his gum into the bible slot in the pew then walked out.


  “The Sixth,” resumed Bunce. “I’ll give 10-to-1 North Star finishes out of the money.”


  “Okay,” said Sodd. “But who’s gonna win?”


  Bunce smiled. “Take responsibility for your own wager.”


  “I will. But who’s gonna win?”


  “I’m going with Rambling Rose.”


  “That mutt hasn’t won in two years!”


  Bunce closed his eyes and smiled up into the coloured light streaming in through the window. “I saw her in a dream.”


  The following Sunday Rupp counted thirty-two people. The Sunday after that eighty-one. And each paid two dollars. Or eighty did. Rupp counted and recounted and there was only one hundred and sixty bucks. One of the bastards sneaked in. Rupp figured Rohr. Bunce was on a roll and word was out.


  Bunce stepped up to the pine lectern and surveyed his congregation. He wore a blue suit. Horst had never seen Bunce in a suit. Bunce was a different man. Hard, professional, public. He even moved differently.


  Horst had taken the opportunity to wear that suit he’d bought at Value Village. He felt like an usher.


  The crowd became quiet. Bunce noted how the sun shafts chose to illuminate certain faces in the room while ignoring others.


  “The First! Who’s got the First?”


  Bunce smiled down upon Rohr in the front row. Ah, Rohr, he thought. How the mighty do fall. Standing before an audience these past few weeks, Bunce had made a discovery. He was in control. He could raise his hand and stop a cloud from crossing the sun. He could make Sodd’s spine as elastic as a willow. He had power. Yet he was not a fool. He couldn’t predict winners. Not every time. No one could do that. But he had to say something.


  “Let us consider the question. The First. Why start with the First? Why plod that routine course? It crushes the creative. Handicapping requires imagination. You must come at it from the side. Seek new angles. Find your way. If I teach you nothing else, let it be that: the true gambler does not seek formulas. He does not fear chaos. He thrives on it! He understands that order is a shape in the clouds — it appears, then is gone.”


  “Fuck, Bunce! Who’s got the First?”


  “I’ll ask another question. What good is inside information if everyone has it?”


  Rohr stared.


  Bunce smiled. “No good. If I announce the winner, you’ll all bet it and destroy the odds. You see? Useless. In fact, worse than useless. Damaging. Your greatest advantage lies in keeping your information private. You must keep the odds long. To keep the odds long you must see what the others do not. The masses are the masses because they possess no imagination. They are cattle.”


  “You told us the winner last week!” shouted Grassic.


  “And how many of you made more than fifty dollars?”


  Sodd’s hand went up.


  “How much did you bet?”


  “Three hundred.”


  “Three hundred to make fifty! You’re a fool.”


  Sodd’s face burned.


  “You all bet the same horse, so nobody won.”


  “So what the fuck’re we doin’ here?” said Rohr.


  “Hallelujah!” Bunce stepped down, embraced Mike Rohr, then turned him to the crowd as if introducing a prodigy. “Think for yourself.”


  “I want my money back!” said Grassic.


  “Yeah!”


  Bunce laughed, reached into his pocket, and flung loonies into their faces.


  The coins rang and clattered. Insulted, nobody moved but Rupp, who chased down each spinning dollar.


  “Call it an experiment,” said Bunce. “Choose your own horses. Tell no one. Then meet here next Sunday.”


  “Come back? Fuck you. Why should we?”


  “Because Father Ray has a plan.”


  “Why didn’t you give ’em a winner?”


  “I don’t know the winner.”


  “Well fuck, we lost ’em. They won’t be back.” Rupp kicked a pew.


  “Oh Rupp of little faith.” Bunce placed one hand on Rupp’s shoulder and held out the other. “Give me back my loonies.”


  Rupp stared like a kicked dog.


  “And next Sunday charge four dollars.”


  “You’re crazy. No one’ll show.”


  “Twenty says more show.”


  The following Sunday Bunce arrived fashionably late. Rupp rushed over.


  “The fuck you been? Hundred’n six people.”


  Bunce didn’t look at Rupp but at the crowd. “You owe me twenty dollars.”


  “I didn’t bet.”


  “That’s because you’re a coward.” Bunce turned to Horst. “Well? What do you think?”


  “I think you need a miracle.”


  Bunce strode up the aisle to jeers and insults.


  “Bend over Bunce, we got something for you!”


  “You’ll be wearing a diaper!”


  Bunce stepped up to the lectern and thanked them for their kind support.


  Mike Rohr sat in the front again. “Okay Bunce, no shit.”


  Grassic stood. “You think I don’t got better things to do?”


  “Gentlemen. You honour me with your presence. So let me assure you Father Ray has the goods.”


  Murmurs swept like gusted leaves through the room.


  “But first let me ask about your homework.”


  “Cut to the chase, Bunce!”


  “Shut up and talk straight.”


  Bunce smiled his smile. “Fine. Today I’ll give you two-for-one. The winners of both the early and late triactors.” He paused amid the flurry of paper and pens. They looked up, waiting. “For the low-low price of twenty dollars each.” Bunce gestured to the aisle. “Form a line.”


  They stared.


  Bunce stared back.


  Then howls racketed the room. A gale of abuse.


  Bunce waited. Then he asked, “What do I gain by giving away my tips?”


  “You can bet too.” said Rohr.


  Bunce shook his head. “What did I say last week? I have a product. You’re the customer. Twenty dollars. Buy or go.”


  The howls started again. Many demanded their four dollars back. Rupp, however, was hiding in the basement.


  When everyone left, Horst stepped forward shaking his head.


  Bunce raised his finger, meaning: patience.


  A minute later the main door opened. Sodd. His fused spine made him upright and formal as an ambassador. An impression compromised only by his jean jacket and baseball hat. Horst thought perhaps they were preparing to lynch Bunce, and Sodd had been elected to negotiate a compromise. He imagined Bunce swinging from the maple tree in front of the church, or dropped from the dock of the Alberta Wheat Pool, his hair streaming up as his chained legs dragged him to the bottom of the grey-green water.


  Sodd slipped Bunce a twenty.


  Bunce whispered.


  Sodd ducked out the side door.


  A minute later it was Fenster and White. Then Grassic, who tried swapping a pair of brogues. Bunce appraised them but decided no. Over the next half hour, twenty-seven more slipped in and paid up. Six hundred and twenty dollars.


  Horst and Rupp demanded a third each.


  Bunce refused. “You got the gate.”


  “No,” said Horst. “Rupp got the gate. I got zip.”


  Rupp looked guilty. “I was gonna share!”


  “You didn’t share last week.”


  “I’m re-investing it in the building.”


  Bunce slotted the twenties into his wallet. “I did the work. I handicapped. Not you.”


  “We’re partners!”


  Bunce smiled. “Rupp. Rent the place to the old ladies for Bingo. Maybe you’ll finally find yourself a girlfriend.” He started down the aisle.


  Rupp watched. Then he lunged, grabbing Bunce around the neck. “Gimme that money you mick bastard!”


  Horst tried separating them, but Bunce went wild swinging his briefcase. They staggered into a pew. Bunce whipped at Rupp until one brass-capped corner of his case struck. Rupp cried out and dropped to the floor holding his forehead. He looked up, shocked, skin split to the pink-white bone, glasses broken, blood already blinding his eye.


  Bunce groped for his own glasses, then scraped up the contents of his burst briefcase. Racing Forms, notebooks, two copies of SLUT. His throat bled where Rupp had clawed him.


  Horst said, “What the fuck’re you doin’?”


  Bunce looked at Rupp bleeding on the floor. He looked at Horst. His eyes softened with doubt. For a moment Horst saw Bunce’s heart beating in his eyes. He saw longing. He saw Bunce wanting to confess. Then Bunce’s eyes became fists. He headed down the aisle.


  “Bunce.”


  Bunce walked faster.


  “Fuck, man …”


  Bunce went out the door.


  Rupp made it to a pew, face muddy with blood.


  Horst didn’t know what to do. Get a wet cloth to wipe the blood from Rupp’s face? Get some toilet paper? Rupp was shivering. Horst couldn’t bring himself to touch him. He didn’t want to lend him his suitcase because it’d get blood-stained. He couldn’t even pat Rupp’s shoulder. He wished he could, but he couldn’t. He wanted to leave. But that wouldn’t be loyal. He forced himself to wait another minute. “You better get some stitches.”


  Rupp didn’t look up. “Yeah.”


  Horst stood there. He tried to think. But there was nothing to think. He went down the aisle. Churches all have that smell, he thought.


  HORST HOT-WALKED HORSESas a kid at the race track. The track was on Hastings Street. To Horst, Hastings is the only street in Vancouver. It runs the length of the city, like a river on whose banks Horst played as a kid. It was always dirty, but now it’s a sewer. Only certain forms of life survive. Horst thought of those monstrous grey sucker fish feeding at the mouths of the sewage pipes spilling into Burrard Inlet.


  In grade four, Mrs Lee told Horst’s class that Hastings Street was named after Warren Hastings, First Governor General of India. Mrs Lee was Chinese, and passionate about everything British. These days, Horst almost felt bad for her when he thought of Hastings. The Balmoral Hotel, for instance. Horst wouldn’t go in that dog-pit even with a gun.


  Yet Mrs Lee had once explained how Balmoral was the name of the Royal Family’s castle in Scotland. And the Army & Navy store. Mrs Lee said there were Army & Navy stores all over the British Commonwealth, in Hong Kong, Colombo, Calcutta, Mombasa, Cairo.


  When Horst thought of the Army & Navy on Hastings, he thought of the time he worked there as a store detective.


  ROMANCE


  Horst watched a woman go into the change room with three pairs of Levi 516s and come out with two. She was cool. She did everything slowly. She folded the jeans and returned them to the shelf. She didn’t beeline to the door. She browsed her way to it. Horst watched.


  He trailed her, trying not to stare. The rest of the store faded away. It was like following her down a tunnel. He watched his own right hand reach up and grip the shoulder of her jean jacket.


  He guided her back into the store, past Ranjini who was on cash. Ranjini recoiled, gathering her vermilion sari about her fat hips, as if the girl were contagious. Ranjini smelled of rancid onions.


  In the back room, Horst sat her down and poured the dregs of the coffee into a stained mug. He sat on the edge of his desk. He hated this part.


  “Fuck,” the girl said. She leaned her head against the wall.


  Horst studied her. Her eyes were shut. She could be fifteen or thirty. He couldn’t tell. She didn’t look like a junkie. He watched the coffee cup held at an angle on her thigh. It slopped over each time she sniffed. Horst followed the curve of her thigh down inside to her crotch. She was still wearing the 516s underneath. He could tell. It’d feel tight. Snug. He remem-bered wearing two pairs of pants to school in winter as a kid, how all day you couldn’t forget your crotch.


  “Hey man,” the girl said.


  Horst’s eyes jumped to hers. She’d caught him staring.


  She glanced toward the door. “I can’t get caught again.” She swallowed thickly, put the coffee on the desk, and looked at him. “I’ll suck you off,” she said.


  Horst could see a fingernail clipping in her lank black hair.


  She glanced around again.


  Horst glanced around too.


  She put her hand on his thigh.


  He watched the hand, and felt his pants tighten.


  She slid her hand to his groin.


  Horst jumped up, but she held on and with her other hand reached for his zipper.


  Ranjini would’ve called Surjit, the manager, and Surjit would’ve called the cops. The cops could be in the store right now. Trembling, Horst stood in the doorway, waiting for them.


  When Horst got home he smelled the gin he’d spilled on the carpet that morning. The coathangers jangled like chimes when he hung up his jacket. In the kitchen, he opened the fridge: margarine. He opened the freezer: frozen solid. He opened the fridge’s bottom drawer. It was stuffed with plastic bags. He opened the cupboard and stared at the jugs of distilled water he kept in case of emergency. He found a tin of pineapple rings. He walked about the house drinking the juice from the can and picking out the fruit with his fingers. When he was half done, he poured gin into the can. He thought of the shoplifter. One of the cops had known her name: Heidi. Horst couldn’t believe it: Heidi. When the cops had come in, Surjit had been with them, and they’d all watched the woman take off the jeans to return them. She hadn’t been wearing any underpants.


  Horst poured more gin into the can of pineapple. Heidi. He knew the worst she’d get was ten days and some sessions at the Elizabeth Fry Society. Then she’d be back. He’d keep his eyes open. This time he’d be ready. He’d invite her out for a drink.


  HORST KNEW HEhad to move on. Either that or suffocate. He thought again of getting a different apartment. One that didn’t face an alley. One where the seams between the squares of lino weren’t so dirt-swollen they looked like infected cuts. One with better light so he could grow a wider variety of plants. But a better place meant more money. More important, it meant breaking his link with the past, with Corinne. They’d lived here together.


  He recalled her first visit. The look on her face when she stepped into his private jungle. As if she’d entered a secret grove. All evening they watched shadows elongate across the walls and commented on the elegant shapes. Horst said it was like bird watching. And Corinne knew exactly what he meant.


  But Corinne left. People did that. It happened. It happened to Horst’s neighbour, Werner Rugg.


  “It’s like this,” Werner told Horst. “You got a corpse hanging between your legs. And the deal is, you got to find the woman whose coffin’s got your name on it.”


  Werner had snagged Horst in the hall.


  “Lorraine’s coffin’s got my name on it. But she’s trying to deny it. She left me, man, she left me. Yet you know what?”


  Horst shook his head.


  “Monday. She wants to see me Monday nights! Saturday she’s out with some guy drives a Volvo, so I get stuck with Monday. Monday Night Man!” Werner’s eyes were round and blunt as bottle caps and he was breathing fast.


  Monday Night Man. Horst knew all about that.


  SAW-BLADE

  SKY


  Horst knows he shouldn’t, but he opens the door anyway.


  Werner — drunk. He jerks his thumb back over his shoulder at his apartment down the hall. “Got tired of sitting in my box.”


  Horst sees Werner’s on one of those drunks where Horst doesn’t know if the guy’s going to hug him or slug him.


  “So,” says Horst. “What’s up?”


  “My box, man.” Werner’s pharmaceutical focus travels up the wall. “You know what I’m saying?”


  Horst nods. He knows exactly what Werner’s saying.


  Werner squints past Horst into his place. “Anything to drink in there?”


  Horst leans into the doorframe, blocking Werner’s view. “Shit no. I’m dry.”


  Horst’s head races, thinking up excuses. It’s Saturday night and he doesn’t want to get stuck with Werner dumping his crap-cart of bitterness on him. Shit, thinks Horst, I should never answer my door.


  “Fucking Lorraine, man. Took all that wine I made.”


  “All those big jugs?”


  “Doesn’t realize I love her.”


  “Where’s she living?”


  “Where’s she living? There, man.” Werner jerks his thumb to the right, which is west. “Living with the Volvos.” Werner means the West Side of Vancouver, west of Main. Lorraine dumped Werner last year. It was inevitable, but the capper was him accusing her of ripping off his car and selling it on him. A rusted-out Impala that sat for a year in the alley out back next to Horst’s Pacer. Lorraine and Werner argued for days over it.


  Horst avoids Werner’s eyes, recalling the incident.


  The car disappeared all right, but it wasn’t Lorraine — it was Horst. He called a scrap-metal dealer and got it hauled away. It would’ve sat out there forever.


  Horst misses Lorraine. They had some good talks. Then she picked up Werner, like a disease. After that when Horst knocked on Lorraine’s door, instead of her swinging it open and inviting him in, the door stayed shut. Werner’d be standing behind it, all paranoid, saying: “Who’s there?”


  “Horst.”


  “Who?”


  “Horst. From down the hall.”


  “Oh. Oh yeah man. Whataya want?”


  “Lorraine there?”


  “She’s busy.”


  Well, now Werner was at Horst’s door.


  “Kind of caught me at a bad time,” says Horst.


  Werner stares with his nicotine eyes. He’s forty-five, has long black hair, a face shaved blue, and a little jaw, like he’s been clenching it so tight so long it’s shrunk. Then he’s nodding, like he’s got Horst’s number. “Okay man. I hear you.” And he’s travelling back down the hall to his place, shaking his head at Horst like — What an asshole.


  Horst shuts the door. “Fuck.” He goes into the bathroom to listen. Werner’s got his TV on and he’s making sarcastic noises at it. He’s lonely. Horst thinks — Maybe I should invite him in after all? And in fact he does have half a bottle of red. But shit … if I share it with Werner I’ll never get to sleep … Horst sits on the edge of the bathtub. He can’t believe he’s feeling guilty. Werner’s never given him the time of day: Christ, thinks Horst, that bastard wouldn’t piss on me if I was on fire! And Horst knows if he lets him in once he’ll show up regularly. He might even want to use the toilet. Besides, if he lets Werner in he’ll see the plant stand Horst pinched from the basement. It was Lorraine’s. She wasn’t using it. Hell, it was broken. Horst saw Werner chase Lorraine into the alley with that plant stand and break it across her back. Fortunately, Lorraine’s three times Werner’s size. She just turned around and flattened him. Fifty-year-old ex-junkie scam artist. She liked that. It was exciting. She told Horst so. Yet if Werner recognizes the plant stand, who knows, he might go off the deep end and shoot him. Lorraine said Werner’s got a gun. Well, a sort of gun, a flare gun. Stole it from a boat. Still, it would burn a good hole in me, thinks Horst. What a way to go, done in by Werner Rugg. Like dying of rat bite.


  Horst wonders if Werner knows he slept with Lorraine. Maybe all this time he’s been next door there brooding ugly revenge, thinking of ways to torture Horst for having made it with his woman. Though of course it wasn’t like that. Horst and Corinne had been fighting and she was saying fuck this and walked out. Horst paced around then knocked on Lorraine’s door. It was a Saturday night and Werner was doing weekends in jail on a possession charge. Lorraine kind of liked that Werner was doing time. It gave her life an edge. Made her feel inner city. She was very much into being the hip momma. So she welcomed Horst. She had a bottle of red and they got drunk. It was the hugging that got it going. Lorraine was into this New Age hugging and it went from there into some old-time fucking. Horst remembers the bed had black sheets and smelled of cigarettes and b.o. Lorraine was the biggest woman he’d ever done it with. Not fat, but massive. Felt like he was humping a chesterfield, and when she got on top of him — Christ! — it was like he was trapped under a mattress. He spent the night though, and they did it again in the morning. Corinne was sitting at the kitchen table when he stepped in stinking of sex and cigarettes. Six months later they were divorced.


  The morning after Werner knocked, Horst peeks through the blinds and watches him peg sheets on the clothesline.


  Horst nearly drops his coffee. And not just because he’s never seen Werner do laundry before, but because Horst recognizes the sheets. Two sheets and two pillow cases, a set. When Werner’s gone, Horst steps outside. Fuck … These are mine, thinks Horst. They are … They belonged to me and Corinne. The sheets are a deep blue with moons and clouds and a kind of night-on-the-desert look. Werner’s got my sheets, thinks Horst. And if that’s not ugly enough, he’s slept on them. Werner’s probably jerked off or fucked some slut on them … Horst steps back, appalled. Horst and Corinne got the sheets as a wedding present. And now Werner’s got them. Werner, who’s probably infested with lice.


  Horst is halfway around the house to Werner’s suite when he halts.


  Number one: Werner’s got that gun.


  Number two: maybe he’s simply got sheets with the same pattern. Is it possible?


  Horst dials Moose Jaw. Sunday morning the rates are reduced. He’s got to talk to Corinne and get this straight.


  Gary answers. Horst tightens the cloth over the mouthpiece.


  “Is Corinne there?”


  “Who’s calling?”


  Horst stammers.


  “That you Horst?”


  He pulls the cloth away. “Yeah.”


  “Well fuck you.”


  “I gotta talk to her.”


  “Talk to yourself.”


  “Gary!”


  “She’s busy.”


  “What kind of sheets you got?”


  “Why are you such an asshole? She’s eight months’ pregnant. What the fuck you mean, sheets?”


  Horst’s voice falls. “… Eight months?”


  “Eight. You got a message I’ll pass it along. That’s as close as you’re getting.”


  “The pattern. Just tell me the pattern.”


  “White sheets, Horst, we got white flannel sheets. Now go back to bed and sleep it off.”


  Horst heads down to the beer and wine store at the Waldorf.


  If Corinne didn’t take the sheets, thinks Horst, then she must have left them down here in the basement, which is where Werner found them. Werner’s always prowling through the boxes left by people no one, not even Leo Buljan, the landlord, remembers. People from the sixties and even the fifties. Maybe further. Horst sets his wine bottle on a trunk and looks around. It’s musty and dank and the rough cedar planks supporting the main floor are only inches from Horst’s head. In a corner lies a gutted mattress, paint cans, a roll of carpet that stinks like a sack. Horst spots Corinne’s wicker picnic basket … A couple of rolls of wrapping paper stick out. Images of Christmases past pump tears to his eyes. He reaches for the bottle, realizing he should’ve got two.


  The bells ring for five o’clock mass up the street. Drunk, Horst recalls how a couple of weeks ago, he was walking over to the track in the evening, and as he was passing the church he saw an old lady slowly climbing the steps with a cane. She was wearing her best clothes. Horst smelled her face powder from the sidewalk. He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. He nearly turned around and went into the church himself. But he knows what it looks like inside — he and Corinne got married there. He kept going. He bet heavy that night.


  Horst watches those sheets float on the October breeze. Hell, he thinks, I’m taking them back. If Werner comes knocking, say — I don’t know. Why would I take your sheets, man? What the fuck can Werner say to that? Horst finishes the last inch of wine, listens for sounds from Werner’s suite, then steps onto the porch and takes them. He strips his bed then remakes it. Then he sits, and slides his palm slowly over the surface … He remembers that time in Alberta, near Red Deer, way out in the middle of nowhere, all rock and dirt and flat land. The car broke down and he and Corinne were arguing. As usual, Horst was losing. Even when he was right he managed to lose arguments. They argued until they were exhausted. Horst remembers thinking how bleak Alberta was. Tumbleweeds snagged in barbed wire, coulees full of baked red dirt. What a fucking hole. They used up all the windshield cleaning fluid in one day. The car was crusted. They sat out there under a sky the colour of a rusty saw-blade, the pebbly prairie wind nicking the windows and the gusts rocking the car. That’s where it ended. That’s where Corinne said she’d had it.


  She’d stared straight ahead: “I hate Vancouver. I hate the rain. The mountains make me claustrophobic. The sea stinks like a sewer.” She’d turned to him.


  “So what’s it going to be?”


  Horst had avoided her eyes and said nothing, which pissed her off even more. As usual, by doing nothing, he was forcing her to make all the moves.


  “Well?”


  Horst had shrugged. He was relieved and crushed at the same time.


  Horst pulls the sheets up and pins them back onto the line. He stares out at the blue-black sky. The sun’s gone, leaving blood-red clouds above the rooftops. He hears the popping of fire crackers. In two weeks it’ll be Hallowe’en. Then everyone’ll be knocking at his door, expecting something.


  WERNER RUGG PAINTEDhouses for a living. Maybe it was the paint fumes, but lately Werner was getting stranger. Saturday night was the worst. First of all, he barked like a dog at his TV. Then he went in and out of his apartment. He stepped outside, stepped back in, a minute later went out again. Back and forth, in and out. He went in and out twenty times in an hour. Horst counted. Werner knocked on doors. He knocked on Leo’s door. Leo was usually drunk and passed out so didn’t answer. Then Werner tried Horst’s door. Werner knocked, listened, knocked again. Horst sat inside as quiet as possible. Werner went into the basement, rooted through the boxes, and talked to himself. Some Saturday nights Werner had visitors. Werner welcomed them in his lithium-smooth voice. Yet an hour later he’d drive everyone out the door, screaming what mutt-fuckers they all were.


  A WELCOME

  PLAGUE


  Horst hears feet stumbling about in Werner’s place next door, then the sound of slapping. A woman’s voice shouts: “MAKE IT HURT!”


  Horst groans. He hears another slap. Two bodies bump so hard the picture on his TV screen jumps.


  Horst goes naked into his bathroom and stands listening. Water suddenly gushes on next door in Werner’s tub.


  “Get him in! All the way!”


  Horst leans closer to the wall. Fuck … They’re drowning someone … Maybe they’re drowning Werner … Horst feel a flicker of hope at the thought. He doesn’t hate Werner, but he’d like to get rid of him and have some quiet elderly couple move in. Horst wonders what to do. It really would be great to get a better neighbour. A kick against the wall bangs open Horst’s medicine cabinet door. He leaps back.


  Horst hauls on his jeans. He doesn’t feel safe naked. And he doesn’t know whether to run down the alley and hide, or go over and knock. He peeks into the hall. Then he tiptoes down and taps Werner’s door.


  That woman’s voice barks: “Yeah?”


  “What’s goin’ on?”


  “Who’re you?”


  “Neighbour”


  “The fuck you want?”


  “Where’s Werner?”


  “Takin’ a bath.”


  “He all right?”


  “Call him tomorrow.”


  “What was all that noise?”


  “Nothin’.”


  “I’m calling the cops.” He listens. He hears whispering.


  The chain drops off and the door opens. A small blonde woman stands there. She’s slender and pretty. Horst hadn’t expected that.


  “So you live here, eh?”


  Horst points down the hall.


  She leans out and checks both directions.


  “Hey, sorry ‘bout the noise. We got a situation here. Don’t got a smoke do ya?”


  Horst pats his pockets even though he doesn’t smoke. He steps into the room’s dog-blanket stink and sees a puddle of vomit. He follows her past a kicked-in TV, and on into a tiny bathroom with a bare bulb.


  “Hit himself up with a boot-full,” says the blonde.


  Horst sees Werner slumped in the tub. Cold water sloshes around him. He’s fully dressed in his work clothes, paint-scabbed shirt, white pants, General Paint hat. A biker-type in a ripped jean jacket, goatee, and long greasy hair flung straight back, splashes water on Werner’s death-white face.


  Horst is fascinated. In fact, he wishes he was here earlier to see Werner shoot up. Horst’s never seen anyone shoot up. He leans in close, studying the blue-black bruises inside Werner’s elbow. Maybe Werner’ll die. Horst hasn’t seen anyone die in years. It’d certainly salvage a dull Saturday night. The bruises remind Horst of a picture he saw in a magazine of a torture victim from Argentina. The police had beaten the guy’s arms with axe handles. The picture had terrified Horst. It had made him weep. But this doesn’t make him weep. It occurs to Horst he should suggest they call an ambulance. That’d liven things up even more. There might even be a TV crew. But, at that very moment, the biker suggests exactly that:


  “Like, maybe we should call him an ambulance?”


  “No fucking ambulance!” The blonde shoves by Horst and leans over Werner. “Baby, you don’t want a dirty old ambulance, do you?”


  Werner stares at his knees.


  The blonde makes a fist and punches Werner in the cheek.


  Horst cringes.


  Werner doesn’t blink.


  The blonde grips Werner by the jaw, turns his face one way, then the other, then lets go. His head flops forward. She looks at Horst and the biker. “Get him up. He goes under now that’s it. He’s dead. I’ve seen it.” Then she glares at the guy in the jean jacket. “Ambulance! You piece’a shit. Ambulance means cops!” She raises her arm as if to give him a backhand. Defiant, the guy stands up tall and flexes his chest. Then the blonde sees Horst just standing there by the sink. “The fuck you waitin’ for? Get him up!”


  The biker gets Werner under the armpit then looks at Horst. “Get in here!”


  Horst wishes he wasn’t such a good neighbour.


  They drag Werner up, along with half the water in the tub, soaking their feet. They step high and curse. As they haul Werner into the front room his feet start moving, as if they’ve been kick-started.


  “That’s it, baby. Come back to us.” The blonde’s voice comes from the kitchen, where she’s got her head in the fridge. “Fuck! We use all the ice?” She pours vodka into a glass, gulps, then pours more.


  For the next half hour, Horst and the biker walk Werner back and forth past the kicked-in TV, avoiding the puddle of vomit. Werner’s arm is slung across Horst’s shoulder, and Horst can feel Werner’s clammy armpit and smell his hair, his b.o., and the rancid blanket they’ve wrapped around him. The blonde, meanwhile, drinks vodka, and bitches.


  “Fuck this. I’m gonna be a stewardess. I mean come on! I’ve been a waitress. I know what they do. Sure there’s that safety shit — life-vest, oxygen mask. But fuck. Hey, you got any ice?” She stares at Horst.


  Horst looks at her crotch-taut jeans. He thinks you’d have to have a cock like a hammer to fuck her.


  “I’ll check.” He knows he doesn’t have any ice. He never has ice. His ice trays are in the drawer by the kitchen sink. But he figures this is his excuse to get out from under Werner’s armpit. He leaves Werner slumped on the biker and heads out. Back in his place, Horst scrubs his hands and face and neck, getting Werner’s stink off. He wonders if he should run down to the 7–11 and buy a bag of ice. She might get pissed off if he comes back empty-handed.


  When Horst returns, he finds Werner facedown on the floor and the others gone.


  It takes Horst half an hour to wrestle Werner into a coat and shoes. A half hour of touching and holding the guy. When he finally gets Werner outside, the winter air hardens Horst’s lungs to sacks of ice. His ears turn to tin and his clothes hang as stiff as aluminum. The air smells sharp with impending snow. Horst whimpers in frustration at what he’s got himself into. He struggles just to hold Werner up. “You junkie shit motherfucker!” Horst stops cursing only when he has to shift sides, at which point Werner collapses to the frozen sidewalk. “Fuck!” Horst is already exhausted. He stares at Werner, then glances round, thinking of just leaving him. But it hits him — they have to keep going.


  Horst hauls him up. They head toward the waterfront because it’s easier walking downhill. They’re halfway there when Horst thinks — Shit! Why didn’t I just call that ambulance? They arrest Werner for smack it’s fine with me. He stops, and, propping Werner up like a mattress, looks for a phone booth. Nothing. So Horst tries hurrying on, suddenly frantic to find a telephone. He slips on ice and goes down, forehead hitting cement.


  Horst isn’t sure if he passed out, but when he’s thinking again he knows he’s freezing to death. He crawls out from beneath Werner. Blood, like red glue, has sealed Horst’s left eye shut. He wipes it away. His forehead is hot, and delicate as a soft-boiled egg. It’s the one warm place on Horst’s body. He touches his forehead with numb fingers. Werner is facedown, half on the sidewalk and half off. Horst nudges him with his foot. “Hey.” Nothing. Horst hauls at Werner’s arm (and flashes on a scene from the evening news of a fireman pulling at a man’s arm and the arm coming clean off, and the fireman falling backward still holding it). Horst tries heading them back uphill toward the house, but no way, it’s too steep. And so, having to move or freeze, they go downhill, across the railroad tracks where Horst hears the gunshot shunt of coupling railcars and sees, every fifty yards, patches of glass glittering beneath cones of light. In a moment that hits Horst like an hallucination, they pass a bag lady standing with her shopping cart in the narrow alley between shipping containers stacked four high. Her face is turned upward, basking in the light of a tower lamp.


  When the containers end, Horst sees the black water of Burrard Inlet. Long scarves of red and yellow ripple on its surface. From up ahead comes the crack and roar of the Alberta Wheat Pool. Beyond, the Second Narrows Bridge spans the inlet. They cross the frozen grass of New Brighton Park, and by the time they reach the pissy stink of pigeons and fermenting grain at the wheat pool, Werner is finally walking on his own. Horst is relieved, but has to admit it was warmer with Werner’s arm over his shoulder.


  Like a zombie come to life, Werner says: “Paid her fifty bucks and she got away.”


  Horst stares. Not a word of thanks. Not a word about the blood all over Horst’s face. Horst realizes he has as much chance of a thank you from Werner as he does from a lizard for throwing it meat.


  Still, Horst keeps moving along with Werner, past the wheat pool, whose massive pipes and silos are lit up like some 1930s science-fiction city. Horst is beaten. He’s done in. His frustration has burned itself out and exhausted him. He wants only to sleep. His feet are bricks, his pant legs stiff as pipes, the fronts of his thighs frozen, and his forehead throbs.


  Horst and Werner are heading back to the house when the snow finally begins. The first flakes settle slowly. Then they speed up. And suddenly Horst is engulfed in a swarm of white, a welcome plague of snow-white locusts that will scour the city. Horst’s glad it’s snowing. When it snows the city becomes clean and quiet. Raising his face, he feels the flakes touch his bruised forehead.


  “Bitch was standing in this alley right here,” says Werner, pointing.


  Horst looks into the alley. The dumpsters, the cars, and the ground are white and still and innocent.


  “I’ll be looking for her,” says Werner. “You thought I was fucked up. But I saw her.” He hunches his shoulders and leans harder into the spinning snow.


  RUPP ASKED HORSThow the job search was going.


  “Lousy.” Horst had held one hundred and four jobs. Some as long as a month, others less than an hour. Once he got — then quit — two jobs in the same day. He’s done everything, from gardening to working as a store detective to filling condom dispensers.


  “How many jobs you had?”


  Rupp knew exactly how many.


  “Don’t be an asshole.”


  Rupp was smiling.


  Horst planted his forearm on the table and leaned forward. “Hey Rupp. What the fuck you grinning at? You think I’m a character? You probably wish I’d had two hundred and four jobs.” Horst shook his head. Still, he described the interview he had the other day for a toupee company. “They wanna do Before and After shots of me.”


  “But you got lotsa hair.”


  “Yeah. First they do the After pictures, then they’re gonna shave the top off and do the Before ones.”


  “Ever sling beer?”


  Horst nodded. He saw Rupp warming up for THE GAME, which consisted of guessing a job Horst hadn’t done. Horst hated THE GAME.


  Rupp looked around the pub for inspiration. “Window washer?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Painter?”


  Horst nodded.


  “Laying carpet?”


  Horst nodded again.


  They sat in the Ivanhoe, which served the cheapest beer in Vancouver, two bucks for a pint of sour, soapy draft. The walls were done in medieval swords and shields. Nearby, beer-league baseball players argued.


  One of the women stood and bashed a mug against a guy’s head. Then she put up her fists, still gripping the mug-handle like brass knuckles.


  “Fuck you, Eddie! It was a strike!”


  But Eddie was out.


  The bar fell silent. No one made a move as the woman, barely five feet, marched out the door. She wore a blue nylon team jacket with EDDIE’S ELECTRIC on the back underlined by a baseball bat. Everybody at that table wore the same jackets.


  When she was gone, the pub returned to life. The police and ambulance arrived, and Eddie was packed out on a stretcher. Across the bar, a table full of young guys erupted in laughter.


  Rupp turned to Horst. “Ambulance driver?”


  “No. I worked in a hospital, though.”


  “I hate hospitals,” said Rupp.


  “Me too.”


  “How long you last?”


  “One day.”


  NOVEMBER


  You’ll be working with blood,” said the nurse. “Will that upset you?” Her nametag said Trapp. “You’ll have four operating rooms to clean each afternoon, and sometimes there’s blood.”


  “A lot of blood,” said the other interviewer. His nametag said Stubbert. He was propped back on the rear legs of his chair, head against a calendar picture of cancer-fighting foods that included fruit, vegetables, and whole-grain bread spilling from a horn o’plenty. Stubbert had a cold sore the size of a barnacle on his lower lip.


  “We had one orderly vomit in an operating room and it plugged the drain in the floor,” said Trapp. “Two hernias had to be cancelled.”


  “I can handle it.”


  Stubbert let his chair drop forward onto all four legs. He leaned his elbows on the desk, folded his hands, and looked intently at Horst. “What draws you to this position?”


  Horst had expected that question. After a hundred and four jobs, he knew all the questions. “I like people. I like to feel relevant. I like a challenge.”


  “We’re looking for someone who’ll stay permanently,” said Stubbert.


  “Are you ready to make a commitment?” asked Trapp.


  “Definitely.” Horst explained how he was getting to that point in life where he needed stability.


  Stubbert gave Horst’s résumé one last scan, then looked over at Trapp and nodded.


  She turned to Horst. “Can you start tomorrow?”


  “Sure.”


  Stubbert pointed down the hall with his pen. “Go to Stores and get measured for whites.”


  Horst shook hands with each of them. Then he went down a cement tunnel to Stores, where a queer named Lamont nudged him repeatedly in the nuts while measuring his inseam. Horst was allotted six pairs of white cotton pants, six white shirts, a locker, and a combination lock.


  When Horst stepped out of the surgical rubber and meat smell of the hospital, it was noon, still November, still raining. He headed downhill toward the SeaBus to cross from North Vancouver to downtown. On the far side of the inlet, the city squatted under a low ceiling of cloud. A commitment? Horst wasn’t looking forward to this job.


  The next morning, Horst changed into his whites with a queer named Jaryl watching. Jaryl was about forty, and his pearly hair was swirled and scalloped like vanilla icing.


  “You look great in white,” said Jaryl.


  “Thanks.” Horst headed through the cement tunnel to the kitchen, where a Scotsman named Duggan, who had teeth like toenails, pushed a rubber apron at him and said: “You’re mush.” He shoved Horst toward a conveyor belt that ran between two rows of hairnetted women who leaned on food trolleys. They eyed Horst and yawned. The conveyor jerked to life, and Horst slopped porridge into every bowl that passed. The bowls looked like dog dishes. Horst thought he had it under control, until the Scotsman said:


  “Fook me.” The belt halted. Duggan stood by Horst, breathing hard. “Kin yae raed?”


  Horst nodded.


  “Then fooking well dae it man!” He snapped up the menu card from the closest tray and showed him there were three varieties of mush: oatmeal, cream of wheat, and rice gruel. “Ya daft bugger.”


  When the tray line ended, Horst followed a big blonde named Dallas up three flights of cement steps to a dumbwaiter, where she slid trays onto trolleys, telling Horst: “Fuckin’ move, buddy!”


  Horst raced a trolley down the hall between nurses who crisscrossed from room to room on hissing white shoes. At the first bed he zinged aside the curtain and faced an old woman, gown pulled up, groaning on top of a bed pan. He backed out, still holding the tray, then reached forward to close the curtain and spilled a bowl of cream of wheat over the woman’s foot.


  The next floor was maternity, where women waddled the hall holding their backs, sat weeping in wheelchairs, or breastfed their raisin-eyed piglets. When he was done, he ran back down to the kitchen, where Duggan, the Scotsman, pointed a meat cleaver at him and said: “Yae’re a dish pig.”


  Horst hauled on the mush-sodden apron again, plus a pair of black rubber gloves that were wet inside; he went into the dish room feeling like he had used condoms on his fingers. The trays returned in a relentless line of leftovers and Horst raced to keep up, scraping meat and eggs and mush. He found a set of false teeth; an East Indian woman named Maxine found a hearing aid.


  Horst spent half his coffee break washing food off himself. Then he went into the cafeteria. In one corner sat doctors, administrators, and RNs. In the opposite corner, separated by a desert of bald, grey carpet, sat the kitchen staff.


  Horst sat at a separate table with Maxine, who read The Link, one of Vancouver’s East Indian papers. She wore a poppy. It was Poppy Day. Horst had forgotten.


  “My grandfather fought at Vimy Ridge,” said Maxine.


  Horst said nothing. One of his grandfathers had only one leg, so hadn’t served; the other ran off to Brazil and was never heard from again.


  “My daughter is upstairs in maternity. Twins. Do you have kids?”


  “No.”


  “Wife?”


  “No.”


  “Fiancée?”


  “No.”


  “No one?”


  Horst mumbled: “Not really.”


  Maxine looked at him. “You’re not one of these, are you?” She let her wrist flop, meaning queer.


  Horst shook his head. Then he glanced at the other table, hoping no one overheard.


  After lunch, Duggan, the Scotsman, shook a ladle at Horst and said, “Go muck out the slaughterhouse.”


  Horst rode the elevator with a mop, a bucket of near-boiling water, and a jug of antiseptic detergent called Sept-Off II that smelled like pee.


  Horst had never seen an operating room. He was disappointed. It looked like a washroom. A sink and arborite-topped counter, a paper-towel dispenser, linoleum floor, and on the wall a laminated poster of two cartoon vultures on a branch, one saying to the other: Patience my ass! I’m gonna kill something! He swabbed down three operating rooms, leaving them sharp with the stink of ammonia. When he opened the door of the last one, however, the warm iron-sweet smell of blood filled his throat. The door sucked shut behind him, and Horst faced a slimy pool. He felt his stomach rise. He saw, in his mind’s eye, surgical-gloved hands, red to the wrists, stirring the tripe of a slit stomach, the intestines oozing wet and slick as an orgy of slugs.


  When Horst stepped outside it was late afternoon. The cold drizzle cleared his head. At the SeaBus a palsied old man sat in a wheelchair with a blanket across his legs selling poppies. Horst crossed over the inlet then caught the Hastings bus.


  He got off at Glen and walked past the old row houses, narrow wooden boxes with steep roofs and sagging porches. They’d been old in the fifties, when he was a kid. Back then it had been Eastern Europeans living in them. Poles, Hungarians, Slavs. The Wops called them Hunkies. Now it was Chinatown.


  Horst had his own key and walked right into the smell of ham and cabbage. His feet recognized the linoleum. The oak-cased clock ticked in the living room, and his mother slept in a chair by the iron stove in the kitchen. She had a wadded Kleenex in one fist and a rosary in the other. She wore two wedding rings, her own and that of her dead husband, Horst’s father. Horst sat down quietly at the table. It was red arborite and metal tubing. The tape on the slit vinyl seat was peeling, and he felt it sticking to his pants. He was supposed to have come around weeks ago to fix it.


  His mother slept solidly, a sack of potatoes in an old woollen shawl. The long hairs on her shins were pressed flat by her nylons, and she wore a pair of rubber boots because the floor was like ice. Horst hadn’t been around in seven, eight weeks. He sat forward, elbows on his knees and head in his hands. Someday she’d be in the hospital.


  IN 1965, TWO DAYS BEFOREChristmas, Horst’s father, Conrad Nunn, died of a heart attack from laughing too hard. Janko Palek, drunk, had come onto graveyard shift at the door plant and tried masturbating in the toilet with a fistful of industrial-strength glue. Janko ran out onto the shop floor with his working greens hobbling his ankles and his hand sealed solid to his dink. It took a doctor two hours to separate Janko’s palm from his penis. By that time, Conrad Nunn was dead, three doctors in the same hospital unable to bring his laughter-cracked heart back to life.


  Laughter had always been dangerous for Horst’s father. When the Lions won the Grey Cup in 1964, Conrad Nunn laughed himself into a hernia. Later that year, watching American football, he saw Jim Marshall of the Minnesota Vikings run a fumble in for a touchdown. Except he ran the wrong way and scored on his own team. Horst’s father cracked two ribs laughing.


  Horst’s mother was philosophical over her husband’s death. There were worse ways to go than too much laughter.


  Horst was fourteen. Christmas that year slid past like a train departing without them. From then on, Christmas always brought back thoughts of his father laughing himself to death.


  SONNET TO

  MELISSA


  They’re driving down Hastings past the hookers. Six o’clock in the evening, Christmas Day.


  “That tall one’s too business-like,” says Bunce. “Treats you like meat. Some people don’t belong in the service industry.” He points to a chubby blonde in front of the Sub Stop. “She’s Four-Star. Takes a craftsman’s pride in her work. Told me her father’s a Presbyterian minister. Solid values. It shows.” Bunce taps the window indicating an East Indian at the corner. “Jesus! Hairiest female I’ve ever seen. Thought I’d gone and picked up a tranny. She could be in a sideshow.”


  Bunce lurches forward slapping the dashboard of Rupp’s Bug. “That one! That’s her! Ripped me off for forty bucks!”


  Rupp swings right at the Astoria and cuts back along the alley, passing cars and vans with women clustered at their doors. But when they get back onto Hastings she’s gone.


  “Shit!”


  “How’d she rip you off?” asks Horst, brooding in the darkness of the back seat.


  “We were in the doorway of a poultry plant,” says Bunce. “She was giving me a blow job. But I couldn’t come. The stink of the dead chickens threw me off. After ten minutes she stopped and said that’s it. I demanded my money back. She said no. I shook her. She kneed me in the balls then ran.” Bunce takes a swig from the bottle of Captain Morgan’s. “And whores wonder why they get abused. Ripping off Johns is standard practice. But you never hear about that. Everyone thinks that’s funny.” Bunce passes the bottle.


  Horst drinks, lets the rum burn, then chases it with a gulp of Safeway egg nog. Rum and egg nog was his idea. Bunce and Rupp wanted rye.


  “No white Christmas, again,” says Horst. He wipes grime from the window and stares at the rain.


  “Use your imagination,” says Rupp.


  “Hey, thanks. I’ll just sit back here and concentrate real hard.”


  “Saint Nicholas of Myra,” observes Bunce. “He gave dowry money to poor girls so they could get married.”


  “I gotta get married again,” says Rupp.


  Bunce laughs. “Whataya mean — again?”


  “I been married!”


  “You lived with some woman for two weeks back in the sixties.”


  “Boyle Rupp — lover,” says Horst.


  “Gimme a drink.”


  Horst passes Rupp the egg nog.


  “Not this shit! The rum!”


  “You’re designated driver.”


  “Hey. Fuck you.”


  Horst passes the bottle to Bunce, then stares out at the street, which is black and shiny with rain. Street lights and hotel signs throw ripples of red and yellow. Not much is open. Another Christmas with Rupp and Bunce, Horst can’t bear it.


  “How about pizza?” says Rupp.


  Horst watches a drunk on his hands and knees in front of the Balmoral. “Pizza on Christmas Day?”


  “How about wonton then?”


  “Jesus. I’m not having wonton soup for Christmas dinner. Look at those fuckers.” Horst stares at the bottom-feeders in front of the Sunrise Hotel. Seaweed-haired sluts with eel-green faces, guarded by squid-eyed men. “They should round those bastards up and put them on an island. I want turkey, with cranberry sauce and dressing. The whole shot.” Horst also wants one of those little paper hats you get in the noisemaker, but is embarrassed to admit it. Ever since he and Corinne got divorced, Christmases have been hell. He’s regressed. He’s become one of the boys again. He reaches through the seats for the rum. “Bunce. What’re your kids doing?”


  “Disneyland.” Bunce shudders and shakes his head at the honor of the thought. He asks if Horst ever hears from Corinne.


  Horst stares harder out the window. “No.”


  “Hey. Where’s that bottle?” Rupp tries catching Horst’s eye in the rearview mirror, but Horst watches their reflection rippling past in the store windows. The Bug sends up a spray of puddle water as they pass the vacant shell of the old Woodward’s department store. The entire block is gutted. Businesses closed down and boarded up.


  “Pathetic,” states Bunce. “Imagine telling someone from Rome or Montreal that people in Vancouver are fighting to save the neon W on top of a department store as part of the city’s precious heritage. No. I say knock it down.”


  “You don’t care about nothin’,” says Rupp.


  “I don’t care about a neon W.”


  “Gimme that bottle!” says Rupp. “I hardly had one drink!”


  Horst takes another shot, then studies the label in the half-darkness. “You realize Captain Morgan wore a skirt?”


  “Henry Morgan,” says Bunce, “Governor of Jamaica.”


  “Lemme see,” says Rupp.


  “You’re driving.”


  But Rupp intercepts the bottle as Horst passes it up to Bunce. “Hah!” Rupp swigs rum from the bottle in his left hand, then egg nog from the carton in his right, while Bunce holds the steering wheel. “That’s good stuff!” Rupp takes another knock of egg nog. “Fuck you. I loved Woodward’s. Woodward’s cafeteria cupcakes were a tradition!”


  “Cupcakes …”


  “Yeah! Not these cranberry wheatgerm oatbran muffin things. Can’t get a good cupcake anywhere. That’s what’s wrong!”


  Bunce grips Rupp’s shoulder in brotherly concern. “Rupp. You need to get laid. That’s what’s wrong.”


  Rupp hunches hard over the steering wheel and chews his moustache as he drives. Rupp hasn’t had a girlfriend in years. “I get laid every night!”


  Bunce glances back at Horst and winks.


  “He’s been reading that Creative Visualization book,” says Horst. “Make Your Fantasy Reality.”


  They stop at a red light opposite Victory Square. Horst squints through the rainy window at the granite monument to the dead of World War One. Two guys are pissing on it, one from either side.


  “Look at that!” says Horst. “They should put those fuckers on that island, too.”


  Bunce laughs. Horst’s Island. It’s his answer for everything. “Your island has about half a million people on it now.”


  Rupp jerks the Bug into gear.


  Bunce tries to get serious. “So, Rupp, what’s this fantasy woman’s name?”


  Rupp hesitates. “Melissa.”


  Bunce, covers a hoot of laughter with a cough. “Oh, yeah, well, Melissa.” Bunce winks again at Horst, who just shakes his head and stares into the darkness thinking about Melissa, Rupp’s fantasy woman. They all know her.


  Melissa’s is the name of a restaurant that draws lonely men from all over the East End. Melissa, the twenty-two-year-old Sicilian bombshell whose mother owns the place, is the woman of Boyle Rupp’s dreams. She’s also the dream woman of fifty others.


  They’re easy to spot. They sit alone at their tables all evening, watching her, living for the scraps of attention she tosses their way. She carries on long-running conversations that go back weeks, even months, to forklift accidents, sharp stock investments, good bets at the track. She says things like: “I been thinking about you all week …” At the news that Melissa has actually thought about him, the guy will fall all over himself to order up a banquet to celebrate: wine by the bottle, appetizers, soup, main course, a second main course, all for the pleasure of watching Melissa glide toward him with her milk-maid’s grace. Two things disappoint Melissa: cheapness, and the failure to worship at the altar of her Mediterranean beauty. Rupp once wrote her a poem on a napkin, titled: “Sonnet to Melissa.” She blew her nose on it. Every Saturday night, as closing time approaches, each man will tip with wallet-crushing extravagance, ready to endure weeks of macaroni and cheese to demonstrate his devotion.


  Yet, as Horst and Bunce and Rupp know only too well, Melissa eludes them all. It’s part of her allure. She’s never left with anyone but her mother, that dour, sweating, moustachioed woman who occasionally stands frowning in the doorway that leads to the kitchen.


  “Melissa’s a virgin, you know,” says Horst.


  “I know,” says Rupp.


  “But then so’s Rupp,” laughs Bunce.


  Bunce tips up the bottle finishing the last of the rum. “Melissa’s,” he says, reading the name on the restaurant window.


  “We were here last night,” says Horst.


  “And will be for many more nights to come,” intones Bunce, in a voice prophetic with booze.


  They swing open the restaurant door and step into hot, smokey air full of the clink and clatter of plates and cutlery.


  “Fuck. Full!”


  Melissa, however, glides toward them out of the red light and plastic plants, all black hair, big eyes, orange-blossom perfume, and mock-scolding voice. “Why didn’t you make a reservation? I held your table as long as I could!” Then she hides behind the menu so no one else can hear. “Don’t leave. Nothing but deadbeats tonight. I’ll get rid of someone.” She makes a noise of approval deep in her throat and nods at Bunce’s new haircut, then reaches to stroke Horst’s new shirt, confident that both of them made these efforts for her benefit and her benefit alone. Rupp she ignores. She turns and leaves them waiting by the coat rack.


  Gazing gratefully after her, they all three lean forward to inhale her scent of Sicilian oranges above the wet-dog stink of overcoats and their own feet. Melissa.


  “I’m in love,” says Rupp.


  “We’re all in love,” says Bunce.


  HORST AND RUPPsit in the window at Wally’s Cafe watching the snow. The cars moving slowly up Hastings press the snow to slush, while on the sidewalk and the window ledge the snow clings. It’s half an inch deep now.


  “I’ll tell you snow,” says Horst. “In the sixties Vancouver had lots of snow. In 1966 it was over my head. And it froze so solid I could walk on top of it. Me and Leonard Dubeau, that’s how we discovered looking in windows at night. We walked right up to second-storey windows and looked in. We saw Grace Beretti’s father cleaning his wooden leg. No one believes that. They think all it does here is rain. That’s because you hardly ever meet anyone who remembers Vancouver in the old days. Everyone seems to come from someplace else. Nobody was born here, except the people I grew up with. But they’ve all disappeared.”


  SERGIO

  SANTINI


  I’ll tell you what else Santini used to do,” says Horst. “Salt popcorn with Drano, then throw it to the seagulls.”


  “Drano?” says Rupp. “What’s that do?”


  “Explodes. They blow up in mid-air. Used to go down to Stanley Park and do the same thing. Dead geese all over!”.


  “That’s sick,” says Rupp.


  “He had this hamster,” says Horst.


  Rupp covers his ears. “I don’t wanna hear!”


  “Shit in the sink at school. Made it with Grace Beretti in a phone booth.”


  “How old was he?”


  “Thirteen. Failed three grades,” says Horst. “That’s why we were in the same class.”


  Boyle shakes his head in amazement. They’re sitting in Wally’s Cafe on East Hastings. It’s a Wednesday afternoon in January and nothing’s going on.


  “So what else?”


  “Poured chocolate milk down the back of Bobby Lobb’s ass because he was one of those fat guys who when he sat down you could see his crack. Stole Lobb’s underwear at the pool, stretched them over a garbage can then spit on them. You should’ve seen Santini spit. Could hit the ceiling of the can at Britannia. The spit’d stick and hang like stalactites. Ceiling was covered. We used to go in with newspaper over our heads. They knew it was Santini but couldn’t catch him. The janitor was this little guy named McNab, and man he wanted to catch Santini so bad he’d sit on the toilet with his feet up waiting. McNab got the crap kicked out of him by Grace Beretti’s old man for feeling her up. Twelve and they were out to here. She liked it though. Every guy in the school felt up Grace Beretti. Santini did it every day. Horniest guy. He’d go into the can and have to pee up because he had a bone.”


  “So you guys were friends”.


  “Friends! Santini didn’t have friends. Just guys he was torturing and guys he wasn’t torturing. I was terrified of him.”


  “What’d he do to you?”


  “You want to know what he did to me? Made me perform an unnatural act.”


  Rupp hoots.


  “It’s not funny.” Horst stares Rupp into silence. “I was down by the docks, by the canneries. There was this big crate of fish. So I stole a couple. Santini saw me. Makes me go over to where the weeds are real high at New Brighton Park and starts showing me these centrefolds. I’d never seen one before. He says to me: ‘How big’s your wang?’ I say: ‘I don’t know.’ He says then I must be a fag. I say no way. ‘Prove it then,’ he says. ‘Fuck one of these fish.’ And he shows me how to peel back the fish’s mouth, folding it out and down so the teeth are on the outside. And Jesus if Santini doesn’t pull down his pants and stick a fish over his dink. Made me do it too. Then he counts down — five, four, three, two, one — and we go at it.”


  Rupp bursts out laughing again.


  “Hey. Wasn’t funny. I was ten years old. I had nightmares. Thirteen years old and Santini killed a guy.”


  “Bullshit.”


  Horst slams the table. “Fuck man, I was there! Kid named Leonard Dubeau. It was August. First day of the PNE. We weren’t inside five minutes before Santini steps out and says: ‘Hey. Injun Joe.’ Leonard was Native. Santini grabs him by the ears, snorts, then gobs right on top of his head.”


  “Gobs on his head?”


  “Right on top.”


  Rupp winces and pushes aside his plate with the remains of his raisin pie on it.


  “Leonard finds a can and washes the spit out of his hair using that soap that looks like blue sand. I said: ‘Man, let’s get outta here. He’s gonna get us.’ But no way. Leonard wants to go to the ring toss. He wasn’t scared. Only kid I ever knew who wasn’t afraid of Santini. Wasn’t afraid of anything! So we duck down to the ring toss, you know, throw until you win! Best deal in the PNE. Watches, radios, binoculars. I got an ashtray. Leonard got a crucifix with a magnet on the back so you could stick it to your fridge. He was going for binoculars, but when he got the crucifix his face lit up like I’d never seen. Leonard never smiled. Ever. Hardly talked either. But when he got that fucking crucifix he smiled showing all these white teeth, and says: ‘I’ll give it to Auntie Tantoo.’ I remember that. ‘Auntie Tantoo.’ That was who he lived with. He also figured it’d protect him from Santini. Leonard was Catholic. Used to live up north and go to a school run by priests. So he puts the crucifix in the pocket of his jean jacket, right over his heart. Then we head over to the stockyard to watch the cows shit. And Leonard, he’s walking big, like he really believes this fridge-magnet crucifix is gonna repel Sergio Santini. Me, I’m looking around every second because I know, I mean I know the bastard’s after us. I’m saying to Leonard — ‘Let’s go! We can come back tomorrow or next week!’ But he’s shaking his head real slow and solemn.


  “Well fuck. Santini hunts us down. Grabs me from behind and twists my arm up my back. ‘Hiya doin’ Hoor,’ he whispers to me. Always called me Hoor. He’s got me up against the horse stalls and starts in with these wrestling holds. Sergio loved wrestling. Used to come to school wearing one of those face masks. ‘Half nelson,’ he says, like this is some kind of demonstration. Then he changes holds. Hooks one arm around my throat and puts the other across the back of my neck then squeezes, choking me. ‘Sleeper!’ Then when I’m about to pass out he pins my arms to my sides and heaves me up. ‘Bearhug!’ Well. I’m staring straight into the eyeball of a Clydesdale that rears back and starts kicking. By this time Leonard’s found one of the stockmen who comes running. Sergio takes off and that stockman kicks me in the ass with those cowboy boots and then smacks me across the side of the head. Man, I go for that exit so fast. Except Sergio nabs me!”


  “Fuck!”


  “Shoves me into the nearest can and says: ‘Looks like I gotta give you a Nicotine Test.’”


  “A what?”


  “Nicotine Test. And like he’s got this tone of voice like he doesn’t want to do it, but duties are duties. So he shoves his hand down the back of my jeans, gets hold of my underpants, and hoists me up off the floor like a goddamned crane! I mean Sergio’s strong. And I’m just hanging there, getting my ass slit up the middle. He can’t find any brown stains so he says: ‘Looks pretty clean.’ And he just picks up where he left off with the wrestling holds. ‘Bearhug!’ And there I am again with Sergio’s arms locked around my ribcage and I can’t breathe. ‘Back breaker!’ Sergio drops to one knee and slams me down across his leg, then, as the finale, he stands with his arms straight up and lets himself topple like a redwood onto me. And I’m lying there flat on the floor. Which is how Leonard and the security guard find us. Sergio runs, but the guard traps him in one of the toilets and hauls him out. We follow and watch the guard shove him through the crowd and out the exit.”


  “Lucky.”


  “Lucky? Worst thing that could’ve happened! Now Sergio was blaming me for getting kicked out! He had a real reason to go after us. He stood there at the fence yelling how he was going to get us. We hid in the midway for the rest of the afternoon.”


  Rupp shakes his head.


  “By the time we’d blown all our money I had four ashtrays and Leonard had two more of those fridge-magnet crucifixes. We were searching the ground for more money when we see this blind guy playing the violin. His case was open and full of coins and even dollar bills. We pass back and forth like dogs. Leonard finally makes a lunge, but this blind fucker has the ears of a bat. He swings his bow cracking Leonard across the back of the head, and the same guard who’d turfed Sergio marched us out the exit.


  “Well. We were kind of proud of being booted. But I knew Sergio was gonna be after us. So we run for the waterfront, two blocks away, thinking of heading home along the docks. And it looked like we were gonna make it until you know who stepped out from behind some bushes. Blackberry juice all over his mouth. Looked like blood. He chased us down across the tracks into New Brighton Park and trapped us against the beach. He picked up a horsewhip of that bull kelp and started whipping us, driving us right into the water. Kept whipping us until we were in up to our waists, then up to our chests, and finally we’re dog-paddling. It was August, but the water along there’s freezing. And Leonard, he had that jean jacket on, right, and so he couldn’t move his arms. Didn’t know how to swim anyway, and Sergio he kept whipping at us so we couldn’t get back in … ”


  “So he drowned?”


  Horst looks down. “Yeah.”


  “Jesus …” Rupp turns his cup in its saucer.


  “I know,” says Horst. “I still can’t believe it. Leonard never made a sound the whole time. Just went down …” Horst blinks, seeing it all right there in front of him.


  After a while Rupp says, “So what happened to Santini?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Whataya mean?”


  “He was a minor.”


  “Not even Reform School?”


  “No charge. Death by Accident.”


  “You didn’t tell!”


  Horst, raises his hands then lets them drop. “I was ten … ”


  Rupp looks back down at his coffee cup.


  They sit a long time in silence. Cars hiss past in the slush.


  “So where is he now?”


  Horst points across the street to Hastings Bakery.


  Rupp looks. A string of Christmas lights blinks around the window. “That big guy with the apron?”


  Horst nods.


  “He’s a nice guy!”


  “Married Grace Beretti. Has five kids.”


  “You go in there?”


  Horst shrugs, “No. Sometimes.”


  Rupp doesn’t know what to say. “He still call you Hoor?”


  “No.” Horst stares past Rupp out the window at the traffic moving slow along Hastings. It’s January and cold and the sky is a stone bowl over the world.


  HORST LISTENED TOthe frogs burping across the alley in the Chinese lady’s yard. He heard the roar of the Alberta Wheat Pool down on the waterfront, and the far-away clang of coupling railcars. He continued pacing, the linoleum tiles cool under his bare feet. Today he’d cleared out his drawers and shelves and closet of thirteen years’ worth of horoscopes, racing forms, receipts, notes, and junk. It was all out in the alley in a green plastic garbage bag. Thirteen years’ worth. He’d kept letters though, and photographs, and put them in a cookie tin with a Victorian scene on the lid of a woman sitting in the shade of a pear tree. He’d found the tin in the basement, and liked to think it had belonged to the family that had lived here back before World War One when the house was built, when it smelled of fresh paint and new wood, when the doorknobs didn’t dangle and the ceiling wasn’t cracked.


  Horst’s soul was in that tin. It wasn’t much, but there it was. He put the tin on the shelf by the door, so that in case of fire, or in case he finally decided he was ready to move on, he could grab it on his way out. He hoped it’d be soon.


  

  

  

  



  [image: MondayNightMan_0171_001]


  

  



  Mr. Buday is a frequent contributor to The Vancouver Review and the Saturday Review in the Vancouver Sun. Several stories from this collection have been published over the last year in literary magazines across the country, with pieces forthcoming in The Malahat Review and Canadian Fiction Magazine. One of the stories from the collection, “The Tears of Saint Lawrence” was selected as the winning entry in the 4th Annual Penny Dreadful Short Story contest, sponsored by sub-TERRAIN Magazine. Mr. Buday’s last novel, Under Glass, was shortlisted for the Ethel Wilson fiction prize in 1994.


  

  

  



  Anvil Press publishes all genres of literary work and sponsors the annual International 3-Day Novel Writing Contest, held every Labour Day Weekend. For a free catalogue of books, pamphlets, and broadsides, write:

  



  Anvil Press Publishers

  175 East Broadway, Suite 204-A

  Vancouver, BC

  V5T 1W2 • CANADA

OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/Images/c.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MondayNightMan_0171_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
=

Stories by Grant Bud.






