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For all the invisible ones in all the cities,
and for Debra, for seeing me …






Its inhabitants are, as the man once said, “whores, pimps, gamblers, and sons of bitches,” by which he meant Everybody. Had the man looked through another peephole he might have said, “Saints and angels and martyrs and holy men,” and he would have meant the same thing.

JOHN STEINBECK
Cannery Row
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Is it you?

Yes.

Where have you been?

Travelling.

Yes. Of course. Where did you get to?

Everywhere. Everywhere I always wanted to go, everywhere I
ever heard about.

Did you like it?

I loved it. I never knew the world was so big or that it held so
much.

Yes. It’s an incredible thing.

Absolutely.

What did you think about all that time?

Everything. I guess I thought about everything. But I thought
about one thing the most.

What was that?

A movie. Actually, a line from a movie.

Really?

Yes. Funny, isn’t it? Out of all the things I could have thought
about over and over, I thought about a line from a movie.

Which one?

Casablanca. When Bogie says to Bergman, “The world don’t
amount to a hill of beans to two small people like us?”

Remember that?

Yes. I remember. Why?

Because that’s what I think it’s all about in the end.

What?

Well, you live, you experience, you become, and sometimes, at
the end of things, maybe you feel deprived, like maybe you
missed out somehow, like maybe there was more you could
have—should have—had. You know?

Yes. Yes, I do.

But the thing is, at least you get to finger the beans.

Yes. I like that—you get to finger the beans.

Do you ever do that?

All the time.

Me too.

Let’s do that now. Let’s hear all of it all over again.

Okay. Do you remember it?

All of it. Everything. Every moment.

Then that’s all we need.

The beans.

Yes. The beans.







BOOK ONE shelter




One For The Dead

IT WAS IRWIN THAT STARTED all the dying. He was my eldest brother, and when I was a little girl he was my hero, the one whose shoulders I was always carried on and whose funny faces made me smile even when I didn’t want to. There were five of us. We lived on an Ojibway reserve called Big River and our family, the One Sky family, went back as far in tribal history as anyone could recall. I was named Amelia, after my grandmother. We were a known family—respected, honoured—and Irwin was our shining hope. I was the only girl, and Irwin made me feel special, like I was his hero. Love is such a simple word, so limited, that I never use it when I think of him, never consider it when I remember what I lost.

He was a swimmer. A great one. That’s not surprising when you consider that our tribal clan was the Fish Clan. But Irwin swam like an otter. Like he loved it. Like the water was a second skin. No one ever beat my brother in a race, though there were many who tried. Even grown men—bigger, stronger kickers—would never see anything but the flashing bottoms of my brother’s feet. He was a legend.

The cost of a tribal life is high and our family paid in frequent times of hunger. Often the gill net came up empty, the moose wouldn’t move to the marshes, and the snares stayed set. The oldest boys left school for work, to make enough to get us through those times. They hired themselves out to a local farmer to clear bush and break new ground. It was man’s work, really, and Irwin and John were only boys, so the work took its toll.

It was hot that day. Hot as it ever got in those summers of my girlhood, and even the farmer couldn’t bear up under the heat. He let my brothers go midway through the afternoon and they walked the three miles back to our place. Tired as they were, all Irwin could think about was a swim in the river. So a big group of us kids headed toward the broad, flat stretch below the rapids where we’d all learned to swim. I was allowed to go because there were so many of us.

There was a boy named Ferlin Axe who had challenged my brother to race hundreds of times and had even come close a few of those times. That day, he figured Irwin would be so tired from the heat and the work that he could win in one of two ways. First, he could beat Irwin because he was so tired, or second, Irwin could decline the challenge. Either way was a victory, because no Indian boy ever turned down a race.

“One Sky,” Ferlin said when we got to the river, “today’s the day you lose.”

“Axe,” Irwin said, “you’ll never chop me down.”

Now, the thing about races—Indian races, anyway—is that anyone’s allowed to join. So when they stepped to the edge of the river there were six of them. At the count of three they took off, knees pumping high, water splashing up in front of them, and when they dove, they dove as one. No one was surprised when Irwin’s head popped up first and his arms started pulling against the river’s muscle. He swam effortlessly. Watching him go, it seemed like he was riding the water, skimming across the surface while the others clawed their way through it. He reached the other side a good thirty seconds ahead of Ferlin Axe.

The rules were that everyone could rest on the other side. There was a long log to sit on, and when each of those boys plopped down beside Irwin he slapped them on the arm. I’ll never forget that sight: six of them, young, vibrant, glistening in the sun and laughing, teasing each other, the sun framing all of them with the metallic glint off the river. But for me, right then, it seemed like the sun shone only on my brother, like he was a holy object, a saint perhaps, blessed by the power of the open water. We all have our sacred moments, those we carry in our spirit always, and my brother, strong and brown and laughing, shining beside that river, is mine.

After about five minutes they rose together and moved to the water’s edge, still pushing, shoving, teasing. My brother raised an arm, waved to me, and I could see him counting down. When his arm dropped they all took off. Ferlin Axe surfaced first and we all gasped. But once Irwin’s head broke the surface of the water you could see him gain with every stroke. He was so fast it was startling. When he seemed to glide past the flailing Ferlin Axe, we all knew it was over. Then, about halfway across, at the river’s deepest point where the pull of the current was strongest, his head bobbed under. We all laughed. Everyone thought that Irwin was going to try to beat Ferlin by swimming underwater the rest of the way. But when Ferlin suddenly stopped and stared wildly around before diving under himself, we all stood up. Soon all five boys were diving under and I remember that it seemed like an hour before I realized that Irwin hadn’t come back up. Time after time they dove and we could hear them yelling back and forth to each other, voices high and breathless and scared.

The river claimed my brother that day. His body was never found and if you believe as I do, then you know that the river needed his spirit back. But that’s the woman talking. The little girl didn’t know what to make of it. I went to the river every day that summer and fall to sit and wait for my brother. I was sure that it was just a joke, a tease, and he’d emerge laughing from the water, lift me to his shoulders, and carry me home in celebration of another really good one. But there was just the river, broad and flat and deep with secrets. The sun no longer shone on that log across the water, and if I’d known on the day he sat there, when it seemed to shine only on him, that it was really calling him away, I’d have yelled something. I love you, maybe. But more like, I need you. It was only later, when the first chill of winter lent the water a slippery sort of blackness, like a hole into another world, that I allowed the river its triumph and let it be. But it’s become a part of my blood now, my living, the river of my veins, and Irwin courses through me even now.

My parents died that winter. Those cheap government houses were dry as tinder, heated by one central stove that threw an ember through the grate one night and burned our house to the ground. Those who saw it say it looked like a flare popping off. I hope so. I hope my parents slept right through it, that there was no terror or desperation for either of them. We kids were with my Uncle Jack and Aunt Elizabeth at a winter powwow that night. Standing beside my uncle’s truck the next day looking at the burnt and bubbled timbers piled atop each other, I felt a coldness start to build inside me. A numbing cold like you feel in the dentist’s chair, the kind you’re powerless to stop. I couldn’t cry. I could feel the tears dammed inside my chest but there was no channel to my eyes.

We lived with Uncle Jack for a while but he was a drinker and it wasn’t long before the social workers came and moved us all to the missionary school fifty miles away. I was six and the last sight I ever had of Big River was through the back window of the yellow bus they loaded us into. We moved from a world of bush and rock and river to one of brick and fences and fields. There we were made to speak English, to forget the sacred ways of our people, and to learn to kneel before a cross we were told would save us. It didn’t.

The boys and girls were kept apart except for meals and worship. I never got to speak to my brothers at all except in mouthed whispers, waves, and the occasional letters all the kids learned to sneak across to each other. It was hard. Our world had become strange and foreign and we all suffered. But it was hardest on my brother Harley. He was eight and, out of all of us, had been the one closest to our parents. He’d stayed close to the house while the rest of us tore around the reserve. He’d cooked with our mother and set snares with our father. Quiet, gentle, and thinner even than me, we always treated Harley like a little bird out of its nest, sheltering him, protecting him, warming him. In the tribal way, change is a constant and our ways teach you how to deal with it. But we were torn away from that and nothing we were given in the missionary school offered us any comfort for the ripping away of the fabric of our lives. Harley wept. Constantly. And when he disappeared over the fence one February night, I wasn’t surprised. From across the chapel the next morning, John and Frank nodded solemnly at me. We all knew where he’d gone. I still remember watching from the dormitory window as the men on horses came back that evening, shaking their heads, muttering, cold. If they couldn’t figure out how an eight-year-old could vanish and elude them, then they forgot that they were chasing an Indian boy whose first steps were taken in the bush and who’d learned to run and hide as his first childhood game. They looked for three days. Uncle Jack found him huddled against the blackened metal of that burnt-out stove in the remains of our house, frozen solid. Dead. All he’d had on was a thin wool coat and slippery-soled white man shoes but he’d made it fifty miles in three days. Uncle Jack told me years later in a downtown bar that Harley’s eyes were frozen shut with tears and large beads of them were strung along the crossed arms he clutched himself with. When I heard that I got drunk—real drunk—for a long time.

Life settled into a flatness after we lost Harley. But all three of us rebelled in our own ways. Me, I retreated into silence. The nuns all thought me slow and backward because of my silence but they had no idea how well I was learning their ways and their language. I did everything they asked of me in a slow, methodical way, uncomplaining and silent. I gave them nothing back because all I knew was the vast amount they had taken from me, robbed me of, cheated me out of, all in the name of a God whose son bore the long hair none of us were allowed to wear anymore. The coldness inside me was complete after Harley died, and what I had left of my life, of me, I was unwilling to offer up to anyone. I drifted through the next four years as silent as a bank of snow. A February snow.

John and Frank made up for my absence. They were twelve and ten that first year, and when they refused to sit through classes they were sent to the barns and fields. John rejected everything about that school and his rebellion led to strappings that he took with hard-eyed silence. The coldness in me was a furnace in him and he burned with rage and resentment. Every strapping, every punishment only stoked it higher. He fought everyone. By the time he was sixteen and old enough to leave on his own, the farm work had made him strong and tough. It was common knowledge that John One Sky could outwork any of the men. He threw bales of hay effortlessly onto the highest part of the wagons and he forked manure from the stalls so quickly he’d come out robed in sweat, eyes ablaze and ready for whatever else they wanted to throw at him. It was his eyes that everyone came to fear. They threw the heat in his soul outward at everyone. Except for me. In the chapel, he’d look across at me and his eyes would glow just like Irwin’s used to. He’d raise a hand to make the smallest wave and I would wonder how anyone could fear hands that could move so softly through the air. But they did. When he told them he was leaving there was no argument. And when he told them that he would see me before he left there was no argument either.

We met in the front hallway. He was big. Tall and broad and so obviously strong. But the hand he laid against my cheek was tame, loving. “Be strong,” he told me. “I’m going to get you out of here, Amelia. You and Frankie. Just as soon as I can. I promise.” Then he hugged me for a long time, weaving back and forth, and when he looked at me I felt like I was looking into Irwin’s eyes. Then he was gone.

Frank tried to be another John. But he wasn’t built of the same stuff, physically or mentally, and he only succeeded in getting himself into trouble. No one ever feared my brother Frank. In those schools you learned to tell the difference between courage and bravado, toughness and a pose, and no one believed in Frank’s imitation of his brother. That knowledge just made him angrier. Made him act out more. Made him separate from all of us. He sulked and his surliness made him even more of a caricature and made him try even harder to live up to what he thought a One Sky man should be. He got mean instead of tough and, watching him through those years, I knew that the river, the fire, and the cold ran through him, drove him, sent him searching for a peg to hang his life on. It was a cold, hard peg he chose—vindictive as a nail through the palms.

A year and a half after he left, we heard from John again. Uncle Jack had sobered up, left Big River, and settled into a job and a house in the city. They were waiting for papers to be drawn up that would release us to them. When I held that letter in my hands, they shook and they still shake today when I think of it. I suppose you only get a small number of chances to hold hope in your hands and it’s a memorable weight, one the skin remembers. I allowed myself a little outlet after that. For the first time let them hear me utter complete sentences, talk of books and stories I had read, share my thinking. To say they were amazed is too easy. I was simple Amelia One Sky to them, the quiet one who sewed quilts and cooked. To find that I could quote the Bible was beyond belief to them, and I enjoyed the depth of the surprise.

Uncle Jack and Aunt Elizabeth came and got us a month later. Frank and I walked out of that school with one small duffle bag apiece, all we had of our lives after six years, all they’d given us to prepare us for the world. But it was more than enough, really. The ride into the city was a small glory. Uncle Jack had a good car and Frank and I sat in the back watching the landscape skate by. I felt like I was flying.

“Thank your brother John for this, you kids,” Uncle Jack said. “But don’t expect too much from him when we get there.”

I didn’t know what he meant but found out soon enough. Leaving the missionary school hadn’t changed John at all. In fact, it had made things worse. In the school he’d had targets for his anger but in the outside world he didn’t. So he settled in with a fast downtown crowd of bikers, ex-cons, and drug dealers who were as much like himself as he could find. And he’d earned a reputation as a hellish fighter as well as someone who not only lived by the code of that world but also fought to defend it, protect it, honour it. Everyone was afraid of him. Everyone but me. For me, he always had those eyes. Bloodshot or not, they always held a smile for me and there was a big rough hand to tousle my hair. I had a hero again.

Life was good. Frank and I got into a school that a lot of other Indian kids attended and our aunt and uncle were pretty free with rules so we got to run around a lot. Frankie still tried to emulate John and he got away with it because he was John One Sky’s brother. Me, I tried to learn to be a little girl but it was hard after all those years. Still, I played the games and ran around like all the rest, content to be with family again.

The year I turned fourteen someone killed John. They shoved a big knife into his back while he was taking a pee in the washroom of the Regal hotel. When they found him he was laying in a pool of blood and piss, one hand behind his back clasping the handle of that knife. He died trying to pull it out. Always the fighter.

I didn’t come out of my room for a week. All I remember of that time is a crack in the ceiling. I lay there and stared at that crack until time was lost to me. I shivered from the return of the coldness and that ceiling became a bottomless pit I felt myself tumbling into. In that crack were voices. Voices of the dead, and I could hear Irwin telling me, The water’s great, Amelia, come on in. I heard my parents say, The fire’s warm, there’s tea, come on, little girl, come. Harley’s soft little voice told me, It’s not that far from home, Amelia, all you gotta do is try. And John, my tough, strong, fearless brother, said, Don’t let them take you by surprise, little girl. I heard them all, over and over, and if I slept at all it was the dreamless kind you’re never sure you had. They wanted me. I wanted them. I was tired and the only thing that brought me out of that room alive was Frank.

Three days after John died Frank had disappeared. He was eighteen, and when I tracked him down at the Regal hotel drinking with John’s crowd, he’d changed. Frank One Sky, he told me, stressing the last two words and poking a thumb against his chest. John’s brother, he said to the nods of a table of new-found friends. I sat with them a while and they made me welcome but wouldn’t let me drink. Frank sat there drinking in the notoriety of being John One Sky’s brother as much as he drank in the beer that came his way from all across that hotel bar. I left him looking like a minor lord, fawned over and protected. As far as I know, he never left the Regal again.

Word had got out that two people were responsible for John’s death. When they showed up at the Regal, Frank walked over to their table with a baseball bat and crushed both their skulls. He was given two life sentences and sent to a prison a few hundred miles away. When I got the letter telling me he had hung himself in his cell soon after, I sat on the back stoop of Uncle Jack’s house late into the night tearing that letter into small pieces, flicking each of them away and watching the breeze take them skittering across the ground and out of the halo of light beyond the stoop. With each torn shred of paper I felt a piece of myself tear away from whatever held it. Each shred ripped away from me too, until finally I sat there alone, surrounded by death in a place far beyond anger or sadness—a cold universe, empty of stars and silent. Then I walked away. Just got up and walked away. Walked to a table at the Regal and a place on the street.

John’s crowd surrounded me like angels. I was fifteen. When I reached for dope or drink, they kept it from me. I was a One Sky and that was all that mattered. There’s a code of loyalty on the street, and no matter what the normal people say, that loyalty is strong and deep. I moved around, stayed with hookers, dealers, bikers, and all the other rounders who’d known my brothers and chose to honour them by sheltering me. The Regal became my home. I witnessed beatings, brawls, stabbings, overdoses, seizures, arrests, releases, people shunned, and people accepted like me. Through it all I was shielded by the burly bodies of bikers and their women, and somewhere in that strange and quirky shelter I learned to live again. Not well, not in the accepted normal way, but I found a place in that world and I stayed there. Until I found love.

Ben Starr was a tall, good-looking Blackfoot from Montana. He’d been on the street for years and when he joined our crowd at the Regal with his long braids and black leather he was accepted as the known rounder that he was. He was twenty-two and I was sixteen. He’d smile at me and nod each time we saw each other and soon we were talking. Ben wanted to be a writer. He wanted to take everything he’d seen and done and turn it into poetry. He’d slip me pieces of paper and I’d run off to the toilet to read them. A lot of it was beyond me, but somehow knowing that it mattered to Ben made it matter to me, and I was in love long before I knew it as love.

I guess it happens that way. That’s why it’s such a mystery, such a force. Because you find yourself in the middle of whatever kind of life you have and suddenly there’s an edge to all of it that wasn’t there before. Expectation. Hope, you’d call it. You find your life surrounded by a quiet kind of light that warms everything you touch and see. At least that’s how it was for me. And for Ben. I know it was that way for him, too. We moved in together after two months and when we finally united ourselves as man and woman the pain was sharp but elevated me somehow. When he entered me I felt opened up, raised to the world, and presented as a whole new being, freed from the cold and numbness, embraced by a bolder fire than I knew existed before or since. We lay there stoking the blaze and he told me stories. Some of them I knew from books but most were his, told spontaneously, magically, like something unfolding.

And so we lived. Not in a way most people would call well, but we got by. Ben took the odd day job, and because I didn’t drink or do dope the Regal hired me as a maid. We had a room on the fifth floor with two large windows right beside the big orange neon sign, so that at night our loving was bathed in the soft orange glow. I can’t see that kind of light anymore without a sense of celebration or loss for Ben. See, he had the monkey. Heroin. Morphine. Needles. I knew, of course. Everybody knew. But what a rounder chooses is what a rounder chooses, and only when that starts to affect other people badly is anything said. Most times you’d never know. He was careful, knew his limit, and never went overboard. But monkeys climb and Ben’s was more agile and clever than most. He started to get sick in the mornings and if we didn’t find him some more pretty quickly he’d just disappear and return in the early afternoon, strolling into the Regal calm and unaffected. No one asked him what he did for the money, not even me. It’s one of the things you learn on the street—to never ask. Me, I was just glad to see him.

He started doing more. Secretly. But he was still loving me hard and being there for me and I guess I believed then that love itself would keep us above it, keep us floating, raised up, safe. But even love’s power has limits and Ben was soon far beyond the border of ours. They found him in the same washroom where they’d found John, the rig still hanging above his elbow, a thin trickle of blood like a tiny river down the muscle of his arm. I know because I saw. Small as I was, there wasn’t anybody big enough to keep me out of there and no one even really tried. I rocked him back and forth in my arms, cradling him, telling him it was going to be okay, to not be afraid and that my family would take care of him. I said it like a prayer and I believed it. When they took him from me I felt something—a warm thing, pliant, round, and complete—leave with a silent tug, and when I walked back into the Regal lounge all that was left was a hole. No cold, no numbness, no ache, no pain, just a hole. I walked over to the bar and started to fill that hole.

I was drunk for years. Years. Time, when you don’t consider it, has a slipperiness, an elusive quality you feel in the hands but shake off fast like water, and I was in the pit a long, long time. Because I was John One Sky’s sister and Ben Starr’s woman they let me go. At first it was out of sorrow for my loss, my losses, the story I would tell in long garbled sentences as long as the pitchers kept coming. Then, it was out of pity for a drunken young woman. Later, when I became untrustworthy and a pest, they let me go completely. So I wandered from party to party, bottle to bottle, man to man. I sold myself along the way, and that was the cruellest thing, betraying my beloved Ben for enough money to keep on drinking. But finally, the years, the miles, the parties, the puke, the jails, and abuses broke me down and no one wanted me that way anymore. I stank. I slept in parks, doorways, abandoned buildings, and hobo jungles, stumbling into a world fortified by shaving lotion, mouthwash, rubbing alcohol, or whatever was handy. If there was a God in the world, he’d overlooked me and I became a crier, a weeper, tearfully begging change from passersby. Until the shadowed ones came.

I started seeing them everywhere. At first I’d rub my eyes, shake my head, and gulp down a mouthful of whatever I had to chase away what I thought for sure were DT’s. But they stayed. Not real people, not even what you’d call ghosts, just hints, vague outlines I saw everywhere. Alleys, parks, windows of buildings, on the street, everywhere I looked I saw them—felt them, really—not able to disbelieve fully or convince myself of their presence. Shadowed ones. The ones whose spirits can never leave this earth, the ones tied here by a sorrow, a longing stronger than life and deeper than death. When drinking wouldn’t drive them away and the haunting got too much to handle, I walked into detox one day and quit drinking. Just quit. Suddenly, I was forty-four. I looked eighty. I felt older than a thousand years.

Hospital was best, they said. I was there a month drying out and learning to eat again. From there I went to a women’s program where I could have stayed as long as I wanted, but there was no one there I could really talk to. They were either really young and cocky or older and playing at being sophisticated. Those ones called their drinks “highballs,” “cocktails,” or other long names a galaxy away from the “rubby,” “crock,” or “juice” that I knew. And the walls drove me crazy. I felt penned up, frozen to the spot, and even though I knew they would have tried to help me, the street was in my bones and I went back to the only world I knew and understood. They were waiting for me—the shadowed ones. I’d have been about four months’ sober by then, so I knew that it wasn’t the booze or DT’s making me see them. No, death has a presence—thick and black and cold—and when you live so close to it for so long you get so you can see it. Feel it. Accept it and not be afraid. Everyone has a mourning ground, a place where the course of a life turned, changed, altered, or disappeared forever. It could be a house, a park, or just a place on the pavement where the wrong words were said, the worst choice made, or fateful action taken. Our spirits are linked to these places forever and when our sorrow’s deep enough we return to them again and again to stand in our pain, reliving the memory, mumbling clumsy prayers that we might be offered a chance to change what happened, bend time so we could choose again. But it never happens. The shadowed ones just keep on doing that after death, returning to those places where their wounds are buried, hoping against hope that something in the walls or ground might emerge to save them. Mourning grounds. We all have them and it’s only in learning how to live with our hurts while we’re here that we’re set free of them. When I came to understand that at age forty-four, I knew where I had to be. Where I needed to be. For them, the shadowed ones on the street that no one ever sees, the living dead. The homeless.

So I went back and lived as one of them. But I never drank again. Instead, I’d make runs for them when they were sick, nurse them when they needed it, or just be around—a voice, an ear, a shoulder—and by doing that I eased my own pain. When a fresh bottle arrived I always asked to open it. See, there’s an old rounder ritual you hardly see anymore. When a bottle’s opened you pour a small bit on the ground and say “there’s one for the dead.” That’s what I would always do and that’s where I got my name. One For The Dead One Sky. I’ve been here for twenty years and Amelia, little Amelia, resides in a place of memory, standing at all her places of mourning, shedding tears that salve her bruises, offering prayers that set her free. And the river is just a river after all, neither tepid nor cold, with a long log on the other side where the sun shines down like a spotlight from heaven, enveloping my family, my Ben, keeping them warm for me.


Digger

DYING COLD SUCKS. Trust me. I know. I’ve come close enough to know. Stumbled out of more than a few alleys in my time shivering and shaking like a fucking booze seizure with the cold so deep in the bones your heart feels like it’s pumping ice. It takes a shitload more than a few slops of sherry to get the feeling back. Most times you spend the whole fucking day trying to shake it off: coffee at the Mission, hanging out in the doorways of malls until the rental bulls chase you off, knocking back some hard stuff. It’s a tough business.

So when they told me that they found three of us dead on the first night of the cold snap I almost felt sorry. Almost. See, there’s only two ways you die on the street. One is by being stupid. The other’s called unlucky. Ducky Dent was stupid. He was a binge drinker. One of those guys who’d pull it together long enough to score a job, grab a flop, and run the straight and narrow for a time. Then, boom. Goes off like a fucking cannon, loses it all, hits the bricks again, sucking back everything from Jim Beam at the high end to shaving lotion and Listerine at the bottom end. There’s a lot like Ducky Dent. But they never last. The street’s got an edge to it that’ll slice you like a fucking razor if you’re not tough enough. Besides, we all knew the cold was coming. The cops and the street patrols and the rest of the Square John do-gooders told us all about this arctic front—a killer cold, they said—and made all the usual moves to get us to move inside at night. Most did. But hard-core guys like me know how to cope. Ducky wasn’t hard-core. He wasn’t even what you’d call a rounder. Just a stupid fuck who couldn’t drink. He scored two bottles of sherry and a blanket, camped out in the doorway of some hair joint, and died. When they found him there was only one empty bottle beside him and the full one was curled against his chest. Passed out and froze. Sad? Sort of. Stupid? Big time.

Big Wolf McKay was unlucky. She’d been street for years and knew the ropes. Called her Big Wolf because she’d be in DT’s and running around babbling that there was a big wolf tracking her down. She’d been drinking with one of her pals on the east side and was trying to make it back to the shelter for the night. Thin summer coat, too much booze, and real fucking cold was too much. She sat down to rest in a bus shelter, nodded off, and froze stiff as a board. A bus driver shook her shoulder to wake her up and she fell right over. We’ll miss her. She was one of the solid ones, always willing to share, always ready to do a run when you were sick, and never ever went south with your money. Unlucky.

It was the same with East Coast Willy. His dream was always to go home to the sea. He said that for years and for a while he’d even lived in a packing crate labelled Newfoundland. Willy was a rounder. Been around since anyone can remember but never got his dream. See, the street’s got claws, big, tough fucking claws that grip you once you been on it long enough, and shit like dreams stay dreams, coming and going like handfuls of change. Willy knew how to cope. He took his wraps and laid up on a warm air grate in an alley. But he lay down the wrong way. A delivery truck backed up that alley first thing in the morning and ran right over his head. Squashed his fucking melon flat. Turned the other way, he’d have been crippled at most but now he was dead. They say his body was warm when the cops and ambulance got there, so I knew he’d have made it through the cold except for being unlucky.

Three in one night. The Square Johns all tish-tosh over the stories in the news, say how sad and pitiful it is, how something should be done—but five minutes later they forget. Because they don’t really give a fuck, and they don’t have to. Shit, to tell the truth, a lot of us out here couldn’t give a fuck either. Because we don’t have to. Out here you got yourself and that’s that. You stretch out and start to give a part of yourself away to others and you set yourself up. Set yourself up to be used, drained, tossed away. Me, I keep to myself. That’s why I say I almost felt sorry about the three dead ones. I’ll never be one of those street people all weepy and crying over shit. You live on concrete long enough, you pick up the nature of it: cold, hard, and predictable. It’s called survival and every rounder knows it. Me, I’m a rounder. I’m concrete. Poured, formed, and set.

Being a rounder’s just what it sounds like. You go around and around the same old vicious fucking circle until you’ve seen and done and survived everything. At first, it’s just life screwing with you. Nobody comes here by choice. Life just fucks with you and you land here and once you do you find out real fast whether you have the stones to deal with it or not. Most don’t. Because it’s a hard go. I mean, you take anybody, plunk them down on the bricks with a handful of nothing but the clothes on their back and say “go.” The majority’ll run back to wherever it is they came from lickety-fucking-split. The stubborn ones, the ones with rebel bones, will try to hack it but it takes a shitload more than a handful of attitude to learn to live out here. So the rebels and the weepers disappear real quick. But a rounder, well, a rounder is a special fucking breed. See, the street wears people, breaks them down, but a rounder wears the street.

I choose to live how I live and I don’t need any Square John pity or do-gooder helping hands. Even in a bitter fucking cold like that I need nothing but my balls and my brains to see me through. That’s what makes me a rounder—balls and brains in equal measure. Any other balance, one way or the other, and you’re dead. Stone cold, stiff as a frozen fucking board dead. Just like them three.

I know what it takes to stay alive out here. Me, I’m a digger, and that’s what they call me. Digger. Dig for cans, bottles, metal, anything I can turn for cash. There’s a route I walked for years and I do it every day. Even in that cold. Takes me four hours and by ten in the morning I’ve always got enough cash for the day. Always got enough for me and the three out of all of them that I allow myself to be with. They pitch in, sure, and it’s pitiful even by our standards, but at least they always make the fucking reach and that’s what counts. They’re all rounders, too. That’s the other thing. No one but a rounder gets squat from me, and those three have proven themselves over time and that’s the fucking acid test. Time.

There’s no leader. Doesn’t need to be. A good fucking idea is a good fucking idea no matter who comes up with it. Now, granted I ain’t what you’d call the best at follow-the-fuckin’-leader but I know that out here, one decision, one choice, one move is all it takes to change things for a fucking hour or a fucking day and this one, well, this one fucking changed everything. I remember. We hook up at the soup kitchen around noon like we always do and I can tell right off that I’m not the only one feeling the bite of this bastard. The three of them in their handout coats still bundled up while sittin’ at the table, wrapped around their coffee cups like they were pot-bellied stoves. The old lady just winks at me. Her face is all red and raw from wind.

“In-fucking-credible,” I go, plopping down beside her. “So damn cold out guys are smoking just so they can get their face close to the lit end.”

No one says word one, so I can tell they’re worried.

“What’re we gonna do?” Double Dick goes.

You gotta get a load of this guy. Double Dick Dumont. Gotta be one of the most all-time fucked-up street names I ever heard. Not because he has this huge dick or anything. No. It couldn’t be that simple. You see, Dick’s parents argued over his name when he was born. They both liked the name Richard. But it turns out his father, who was French, wanted his kid called in the French fashion. You know: Ree-shard. His mother, who was not French, wanted him called in the English way. So they fought tooth and nail. Not so much about the name itself but over how it sounded. There’d be a bottle over the head for Richard followed by a slap in the yap for Ree-shard. Well, I guess the neighbours were less than impressed and an old woman was called in to settle the issue. Her call, and this was one for the fucking ages, was to have him baptized Richard Richard Dumont. That way everyone could walk away happy. Well, everyone but Richard Richard, who, when he got to the street, was hung with the handle Double Dick. Unfortunately, so the word goes, that’s about all he was hung with.

So, anyway, no one answers his question right away. Instead, we settle for looking into our coffee cups like we’re expecting the solution to bob to the fucking surface and stun us with its brilliance. Turns out, it did.

“Well, you know,” the old lady goes, looking at us in turn, “there’s a place we could go where we could stay warm, sleep if we like, have a drink, and no one would bother us.”

“Indoors?” Timber, the other one, goes. They call him Timber because you never knew when the fucking curtain’s coming down on this guy. He’d drink all day and carry on like normal, give no sign of even being drunk, then stand up, take a few steps, and pass right the fuck out. Never a warning. The regulars in the old-man bar he hung out in would call out to each other every time he stood up: “Timber!” And everyone would grab their glasses and their jugs so they wouldn’t lose them when he knocked their table over on his way down. He was a street drinker by now but the name followed along.

“Yes. Indoors,” she goes.

“What is this place?” Dick goes, all worried-looking like he gets.

“The movies,” she goes.

“The movies? They’re not going to let us into the movies,” Timber goes.

“No shit,” I go. “Square Johns are pretty protective about their Square John hangouts and I doubt they’d let a herd of rounders into the flicks. At least not without a hassle.”

“There’s really no telling how long this cold is going to last, and while it does we need someplace to go where we’ll be out of it,” she goes. “We can’t go to a mall. We can’t stay here all day, and knowing how all of you need to be private, away from people, I figure there’s no better place than the movies.”

“Why’s that?” Dick goes.

“Well, at the movies you get to sit in the dark. No one can see you. It’s private that way. It’s warm there and if we behave ourselves and don’t get too carried away, a drink or two in a warm place like that would feel pretty good, I figure.” She looks around at us and somehow I feel myself nodding in agreement. I can tell Timber’s considering it too and Dick, well, Dick just eyeballs all of us waiting for someone to tell him what to do.

“Plus, you could nap there if you wanted. Or we might find that we really like watching the movie. They’re not that expensive and we can all gather up enough to get ourselves in, probably enough in the mornings for two afternoon movies and a jug.”

“For as long as the cold spell lasts?” I go.

“Yes.”

“I haven’t been to the movies in years,” Timber goes. “I can’t remember what the last one I saw was.”

“Me neither,” Dick goes.

“Well, you know, I figure if we keep our eyes peeled, we can slop back a little sauce while we’re there. Hell, if we ain’t loaded they can’t kick us out if we’re payin’ and the idea of a warm, dark place to lay up for a few hours sounds damn good to me. Dark, I can’t see them and they can’t see me, I gotta like the sound of that,” I go.

“Then it’s a plan?” she goes.

“Lady,” I go, “it is the plan of all fucking plans.”


Timber

I ONLY EVER SEEN one cold like this one. It came on straight across snow—the wind so tight and hard it blew along parallel to the ground. You could hear it. It didn’t so much scream across the flatlands as it whispered. Pssst. Sharp, slicing like a fingernail across silk. Many a man would tear up in the face of it. That’s what I remember. Big red-faced men, their eyes glistening wetly through the slits between their scarves and toques, their breath hanging like curly white beards in the fabric. They would huff and puff for air because that cold was so deep and dense it would suck the air right out of your lungs. It was a huge, everywhere kind of cold. They called it a “monster” cold. Monster because it was huge. Monster because it was unknown and fearful. Monster because it came in at night and monster because it killed things.

The cows. That was the first sign that things weren’t right. In that kind of cold you expect the stock to find shelter. Even a cow knows when the weather’s gonna turn, and even a cow would get itself to the barn. But I guess that wind blew it in so quick it fooled everything. We found the first one about a half-mile out. I’ll never forget it. She was standing there leaned up against a rail fence looking like an old woman waiting for a bus. She stared at everything unblinking, her eyes red, the irises dulled with death, frozen open in surprise. The others were the same. Thirty of them. Not huddled together like you’d expect but spread about all loosey-goosey, frozen into place like statues with that dull look of wonder on their iced-over faces. That was one son of a bitch of a cold.

Just like this one. I thought about that as we made our way along the street. You could feel your nostrils start to freeze. Everywhere there were people hunched over against the cold, moving in a crazy armless trot, peering through slits in scarf and hat and hood. I could hear Digger mutter a curse and Dick ahead of me huffing away in short, sharp gasps. Amelia took it all in silence.

“Shoot me your cash and I’ll pick up,” Digger says when we reach the liquor store.

“Vodka,” I say.

“Yeah,” he says, “so what else is new?”

So we get to the theatre and pause on the sidewalk. All of us feeling out of place, out of sorts, out of the predictable patterns we live. We spend a few moments eyeballing each other. Waiting, I guess. Waiting for the brave one to pull the plug on this trip and send us all back to the alleyways, lanes, and doorways that we understand. But no one says a word.

Finally, Amelia nods at us. Just nods, and we head up the steps to the big glass doors. Digger shoots me a look that says, Keep your eyes peeled, and Dick moves a step closer to us all. Only Amelia seems certain, unafraid. She walks to the ticket window and says, “Four for Wings of Desire, please.” Just like that. Just like this was the kind of thing she did every day. Casual. She sounded casual, asking.

“Pardon?” the young guy in the booth asks, and I know we’re scuttled.

“Four for Wings of Desire,” she says again.

“Are you sure?” he asks, looking the three of us over.

“Yes, I’m sure,” Amelia says, still soft, still under control even though I know she knows the guy’s ready to call the cops. “Four. Wings of Desire. I hear it’s very good.”

“Ah, yes it is,” the young guy says, waving out the back of the booth. “I’ve seen it three times myself.”

“Three? Well, it must be good.”

“May I help you?” a briskly walking man in a red blazer asks twenty feet before he gets to us.

“Yes. Four for Wings of Desire, please,” she says again with a little wink at Red Blazer that surprises me.

“Wings of Desire. Yes. It’s in German, you know? You have to read the little sentences under the picture while you watch,” he says, coming to a stop five feet from us, giving us the once-over.

“I’m sure we’ll love it,” she says, reaching into her pocket and surprising the hell out of the three of us with a roll of bills the size of a good potato. Red Blazer’s eyes widen, too.

“Ah, yes, well, I’m sure you will, ma’am,” he says waving at the young man in the booth to do business with us. “However, I’m not going to have any trouble from you, am I?”

“Trouble?” Amelia says with an arch of one eyebrow. “Trouble? Feel much like trouble, boys?”

We shake our heads. Wordless.

“See? Way too cold out there for any of us to want any trouble in here.”

“Yes. Yes. Good. That’s good. Well, I hope you enjoy the film,” Red Blazer says and waves us past.

It’s like a scene from a movie itself. The four of us, clearly rough and tattered, walking slowly along this dimly lit corridor, our feet kinda scuffing over the carpet that sinks beneath us. No one says nothing. I don’t know about the rest but me, I’m shocked. Shocked by the sudden way the world you think you know can disappear on you. We move along this corridor where they got little signs telling you which picture’s playing in which room until we get to the next to last one that reads Wings of Desire. Can’t tell much from the sign, just a man’s face on a big blue background and some kind of wings behind him. Me, I figure a good old-time war movie or even a romance about pilots. But we walk in and we just stand there looking. It’s a lot smaller than the movie rooms I remember. Kinda like a big living room with a dozen rows of seats and maybe a twenty-foot screen at the front. There’s no one there. Well, there’s us and one other old guy, looks about sixty, sixty-five. He’s all slicked up with a topcoat, hat, and a long looks-like-silk scarf. He one-times us from the corner of his eye but other than that there’s no reaction.

The three of us take to eyeballing each other, waiting on Amelia to tell us where to go. My choice would be one of the back rows nearest the far wall so we can see the usher coming. Kinda hunker down over there and fade into the background. That’d be my choice. But Amelia starts down the aisle and heads right into the same row as the old guy. Me ’n Digger give each other the look and follow right after. I figure it’s close enough to be in the same row as the only other guy in the theatre but Amelia slides right along and plops down two seats away from him.

“Hey, mister,” she says, “cold enough for ya?”

Well, I gotta give the guy credit. He was cool. Real cool. He just sits there, gives her a small grin, goes “Ahem,” and moves on over one seat. No drama, no over-the-top freak-out or nothing, just goes “Ahem” and slides over. Cool.

That would have been the end of it and harmless enough, I guess, until Amelia looks at him for a few seconds, goes “Ahem” herself, and slides over one seat too. Well, I about fell over. I figure now the heat’s gonna be on us for sure. This old guy’s gonna scurry off after Red Blazer himself and we’ll be back in the deep freeze again lickety-split. But the guy’s cool. He sits there, looks over at Amelia, looks over at the three of us standing there in the row like storefront dummies, nods once, looks at the screen, and starts playing with the buttons on his topcoat. That’s it. Just fiddles with his buttons.

Amelia nods at us and we kinda fall into our seats—Dick right beside her, me in the middle, and Digger at the end closest to the aisle.

“What the fuck?” Digger whispers to me.

“I don’t know,” I say.

And I sit back and look around and I can feel that feeling again. I feel dreamlike. But there’s no panic in it. No need to run away from this. Instead, it’s like that last light over the fields on the farm. The dividing line between day and night. That time when every sound you hear, from the cows mooing in the fields to the clink of the sink through the window to the creak of the porch chair you sit in, becomes another colour in the deep blue bowl of evening. Everything, even you, all huddled up against itself like you gotta hold yourself in or you’ll explode. That’s how it feels and for the first time in a long time, thinking of that, I don’t feel no big rush of sorrow, no big unstoppable wetness in the middle of my chest. Just okay. Just calm. And when those lights start to fade, slow and almost unnoticeable like falling into a dream, I let go, I allow myself to fall, sliding, sliding away from the monster cold beyond this place and into the soft, warm arms of the darkness.
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