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“Here am I, ready as I will ever be. Feeling equal parts of lonely and just being free.”


 BOB SNIDER “If I Sang It Pretty”




PROLOGUE

SHADOW AND MUSCLE

IN THE BIG city where I live—Toronto, which has been my home for my entire life—there are 16,000 homeless people living among us. The shelters are stuffed with bodies, and, every winter, dozens of men and women are found dead on the streets. The decline in mental health services and the clawing away of the jobless safety net by successive government regimes has made it harder for people to find their way back after falling through the economic cracks. According to the City of Toronto’s annual homeless report, half a million Toronto households have incomes below the poverty line; a quarter of a million pay more than 30 percent of their income on rent; 71,000 families are on the city’s waiting list for affordable social housing; and 32,000 citizens (including 6,500 children) stayed in a shelter at least one night over the past year. These numbers, however, suffer from the nature of their subject. Accurately counting homeless people is a little like chasing ghosts, and the number is almost always higher, considering the depth of the shadows they are forced to occupy.

Despite the pervasiveness of the homeless, many of us—myself included—pass them as if moving through the shadow of a cloud. Slumped against the sides of buildings, surrounded by shopping bags at the end of a bench in a frozen bus shelter, or curled in the fetal position under the glare of a bank kiosk’s lights, they may become for us almost like pigeons: you throw them a crumb every now and then and watch their reaction out of the corner of your eye while you keep moving. Interaction is limited, but occasionally, lives intersect.

One afternoon, while riding her bike, my wife happened across a fallen man hanging halfway into traffic over the curbside. She stopped and asked if he was okay and if he might want to take himself out of the way of traffic for fear of being run over. He roused himself long enough to pull his body to safety. She started to pedal away, but the man raised his head and said: “Hold on, wait.” Janet turned back. He rubbed his face for a moment, then asked her: “So, how are you doing?”

Homelessness and poverty aren’t limited to my town, and to yours. While putting this book together, I opened the front section of the September 12, 2009, edition of the International Herald Tribune and, as an experiment, tried looking for stories in which these issues were the focus. It hadn’t seemed like a particularly distressing week; yet the paper was teeming with stories of dissolution and hardship. Over an 18-page folio, I read about dispossessed schoolchildren in North Carolina whose families had suffered mortgage defaults and foreclosures; Kenyans from Lake Turkana who had recently filled the slums of Nairobi after a prolonged summer drought; impoverished Bulgarian farmers who’d been victimized by governmental corruption and scandal; shopkeepers from Gabon attempting to rebuild their businesses after they’d been torched during election riots; a Mexican “Thriller” dance marathon organized to help allay tensions suffered during a record year of drug-related violence; the resignation of the Taiwanese prime minister after his inept handling of Typhoon Morakut left thousands of people displaced; the nomadic necessities of Sri Lanka’s Tamil community; an incarcerated Californian lamenting how the world’s economic crisis had led to the winnowing of food allotments in prison; four separate stories about the rootlessness of wartorn Afghanis; the largesse of rapper Ludacris, who donated 20 cars to contest winners chosen from over 4,000 laid-off workers; and the new novel by writer E.L. Doctorow, which documents the life of New York brothers who are notorious hoarders and who live in squalor until a newspaper tower collapses, killing one of them.

In the past, my encounters with the homeless and the dispossessed had been mostly limited to struggling artists and road-bound minstrels—people living on the fringes of art whom I’d met while travelling with my Canadian rock band. But my experiences weren’t exclusive to life on the road. There was Irene, for instance, a former Cuban soap opera actress who’d fled her country after being threatened by the government for a controversial documentary she’d made.

Janet and I met her after answering the door one winter’s evening. The first thing she asked us was whether or not she could have an old futon that we’d put at the curb. We told her that she could, and as we turned around to throw on our winter coats, she started crying. My wife consoled her while I stood there feeling awkward and bewildered. We helped her carry the bed over our heads and shoulders to her basement apartment like a lonely parade float. Afterwards, she returned to our home, and we talked for a while. She told us about her government’s oppression, how they’d threatened her with a lifetime jail sentence, and how she’d sought asylum here after attending a conference in Ottawa. We made plans to get together, but, a few months later, without notice, Irene moved away.

Many years passed before I saw her again, sitting with her husband on the subway. It was the dreary heart of February, and they had the hoods of their parkas pulled tightly around their faces, shading their eyes. I moved to talk to them, but Irene could barely speak. At their feet lay two shopping bags filled with their belongings. I asked how things were going, and she said, “Not well. It is very hard. My husband is sad, having had to leave Cuba.” Her eyes had turned hard and cold, drained of their soft Caribbean light. Her arms, which once butterflied when she spoke, sat motionless at her sides. When she reached her stop, I said goodbye, and then she and her husband disappeared into the muscle of the city.

Irene wasn’t the only one. In my recreational hockey league there was a referee named Jim MacTavish. Jim was a good guy and a good ref. No one ever had anything bad to say against him. He ran games in a calm, friendly, and communicative way, as opposed to simply policing the ice. He was one of the few officials who showed up at the league’s social events, and whenever it was time to make hockey cards for the league’s players, there was always a square of cardboard reserved for Jim.

Then, one summer, Jim stopped showing up to his assigned games. League organizers were unable to locate him. Some time later, he was found living on his own in the parks and alleyways of Parkdale, Toronto’s hardscrabble west-end corridor. One league official, who lived in the area, asked Jim if he needed a place to sleep, but Jim refused, his old demons having found their way back into his life. Knowing him as I did, I never would have suspected that his troubles ran so deep. He’d kept his problems secret, not wanting to burden his friends with them. Jim was the father of two children, both of them unaware of his condition. He’d been divorced and, before he disappeared, he’d broken up with his girlfriend. There was nobody left for him but himself.

One evening, news reached the league that a man resembling Jim had been found floating off Port Credit harbour, along the shoreline of Lake Ontario. The coroner reported that his body had been drifting in the water for weeks. At his memorial, a friend told us that whenever they talked about death, Jim told him that when it was his time to go, he wanted to swim into the lake and just vanish. To his friend, Jim had just been bullshitting—as we all do—about our mortality, stupid drunken babbling that you forget about the next morning. Looking back, those around him should have seen signs of his demise, but the homeless, the jobless, and those who are torn apart from their families often descend in silence, too proud to ask anything of others, too weak and fatigued to cry for help.

The greatest concentration of homeless men and women in Toronto can be found at the corner of one of Toronto’s most notorious intersections—Queen and Sherbourne—bordered by the Good Shepherd Shelter, a row of suspicious-looking coffee shops, a busy Aboriginal health centre, and, around the corner, the darkened windows of the Artatorture tattoo parlour. At the heart of this intersection also sits the John Innes Community Recreation Centre, a city-run gymnasium that gives way to a field—Moss Park—stretched out behind it. Outside the centre, a handful of men and women crumples across dead grass lawns while another handful scours the sidewalks looking for cigarette butts as if searching for lost teeth. Across the street, the mentally damaged walk up the steps of the shelter, pull on its locked doors, shuffle down the steps towards the road, then shuffle back up the steps moments later. Lots of nothing occurs at a constant and frenetic pace, whether it’s the crowded patrons of a blue-smoke donut shop not eating; people sitting on a curb outside the adjacent Moss Park hockey rink not playing; or men standing around an employment centre not working. All of this is played out under the gaze of new condominiums rising to the southwest and staring unblinking over the corridor’s shelters, recovery centres, and dive bars.

I’d passed the centre many times before—years ago, I’d even lived in a building a few blocks south, far enough away to feel as if what was happening around John Innes was happening in another city—but I always kept walking. Then, one day, while crossing Moss Park heading north, I noticed a clutch of homeless men and women—eyes downcast, faces weathered—hanging out behind the centre wearing duct-taped runners and wrong-sized Value Village sweats. At the centre of their group, a man was crouching and holding a soccer ball. Suddenly, he flung the ball to the grass, and those who’d once appeared infirm, addled, stoned, sad, damaged, and broken sprang to life, following the ball’s flight as if it were a great bird cruising above them. To watch them play, you never would have known that Krystal Bell, an 18-year-old runaway from Regent Park, had left her adopted family in Kitchener to live aimlessly in sheds and garages, on friends’ couches, and in shitty apartments run by creeps with a thing for sad girls; or that Billy Pagonis had been a former soccer pro before losing his family, friends, and business to a painkiller and cocaine addiction. There, on the wet sod of the early May lawn, the players’ transformation seemed wild and real, and my longstanding belief in the magic of play and the redemptive properties of sport were confirmed. And it was happening in my city.

I returned to the field a few more times, and, eventually, I got to know Krystal and Billy and the others. Their games were part of the centre’s homeless soccer program—also known as Street Soccer Canada—which was run by three men—Rob Uddenberg, Paul Gregory, and Cristian Burcea—on a largely after-hours and volunteer basis. Paul told me that the players were preparing for a national homeless championship tournament in Calgary a few months later, and he seemed to appreciate my interest, considering the singularity of their approach and the difficulties inherent in running a program that was stigmatized because of the nature of its participants.

After I had been hanging around long enough, Paul—a bespectacled, middle-aged social-housing advocate with a soft voice and steady demeanour that motored at, but never exceeded, the speed limit—invited me to travel west to watch the players and write about them. He also said that the Homeless World Cup tournament was happening later that fall in Melbourne, Australia, and that Canada would be among 56 competing nations. I must have looked both delighted and astonished, having never heard of the tournament before. I told him that it sounded like the very thing that a sporting world bloated by excess and self-aggrandizement might have needed and the perfect way to frame a community of suffering to those of us for whom sports was also a social and spiritual balm.

“The circumstances of the world become a lot clearer once you meet the athletes and watch them play,” he said. “There are homeless players who’ve gone on to play professionally, and professional athletes—like Billy—who’ve become homeless and are playing for the first time in years. You should really see this sort of thing for yourself.” I told him that it sounded like an incredible event. Then he asked if I’d want to come to Melbourne, too.




1

WHAT TEAMS DO

I ACCEPTED PAUL’S INVITATION and flew to Calgary for the national summer tournament. There, I walked into an argument between three homeless men stalking each other on the steps of the grey building that housed the event’s gymnasium and indoor soccer fields. First, Devon—a nearly toothless Jamaican Canadian who suffered from mental health and addiction issues—called Billy, the recovering OxyContin addict, a douchebag. Then Eric—the team’s goaltender, who moved about like a willow sagging after a long rain—called Devon a cocksucker. Then Devon chased Eric around the parking lot, hucking an orange at him and growling “Man, don’t call another man cocksucker.” Devon skulked behind the rear of the building, looking out occasionally to see if the goalie was coming back for more. But Eric had returned to his pre-championship pickup game, which is where the argument had started: Devon wanting to play, being rebuffed by Billy, swearing at Billy, then being sworn at before Eric called him a cocksucker, at which point Devon grabbed the orange, then a can of Coke, which slung inside Devon’s trouser pocket.

The Calgary tournament had been staged to give Paul, the manager, and Cristian, the coach, a chance to survey all of the homeless players in one fell swoop. While neither Devon nor Eric were eligible to play—they’d already competed for Canada in previous world tournaments; Homeless World Cup (HWC) rules stipulate that players can only represent their country once—the coaches were considering naming Billy to the national team, as well as Krystal, who’d recently moved in with her brother, Jason, in Toronto. After the argument played itself out, I went inside the gym, where I found Krystal sitting on a set of metal bleachers, eating a granola bar and staring at the court.

“I was adopted when I was two,” she told me from the stands. “My mom dropped me off at my brother’s friend’s house—his name was Soldier—and that was when Children’s Aid got involved and helped me find a home. I don’t know who my dad was, but I kept in contact with my mom and grandparents. Sometimes my adopted parents would drive me back to Regent Park to see my mom, and I remember being so excited going through the hallways of the building waiting to see her. My only two memories of her are the day I found out she’d died, and visiting her one time when she was standing in the doorway of the building telling me that she loved me. I didn’t really know what her life was about until years later. When I was 16, my grandmother gave me a box of letters that our social worker had written to my family, describing how my mother was a prostitute, how she was addicted to drugs, and that she’d died of AIDS as a result of being a sex worker in Regent Park. She’d been born in Trinidad and came to Canada, but because my grandfather lived in the States, she went back and forth from country to country. Things were bad where my grandpa was living, and she got drawn in, overwhelmed and tempted by things in the big city. There were rules at my grandma’s house, but not so much in the States. Sometimes I think that if I were a little bit older—that if I wasn’t just a baby when the problems started to happen—I might have been able to help her, to make a difference. If I could go back in time and change it, I would. But the way I look at it, everything happens for a reason. Maybe I’m able to do all of the things because she never got to. She’s in my heart. She’ll never leave me.”

We sat in silence for a moment as a few players began drifting onto the court. Then Krystal clasped her hands together and said, “I really hope the coaches choose me for the team. I mean, Australia. It would be my dream to go to Australia.” She paused and then she said: “Actually, it would be my dream to go anywhere in the world. But Australia. Man...”

At the end of the three-day event, Krystal made it easy for the coaches to select her. Before the tournament’s final game—which Toronto lost to Vancouver in a thrilling shoot-out (there were also teams from Calgary and a three-person representation from the Old Brewery mission in Montreal)—the players were asked to talk about their experiences in Calgary. Cristian—who, because he was young and track-suited, talked shit with the players, if in a tone measured with a smile—told them that if they had anything to say, now was the time.

At first, they were quiet, but you could tell what they were thinking. By this point in the event, Eric, the goaltender—a tempestuous, six-foot-two crack addict whose gaunt face was drawn with the perpetual charcoal of a person too defeated to groom himself—had begun to wear on his teammates, and they’d frozen him out after the final game. During the meeting, he was the first to speak, telling his teammates in a low voice how disappointed he was that they hadn’t congratulated him after many of the games. “Every other team does it,” he said. “The first thing they do is congratulate the goalie, but all you guys do is walk away.”

The players rolled their eyes. They may have been exasperated with Eric’s popgun temper, but the real issue was about more than just Eric. Their lives were so difficult and complicated that together those lives produced an entanglement of fear, self-doubt, sadness, neurosis, and anger, a powder keg of suffering that was defused only when the players were working together on the court. Once the games had ended, their endorphins flattened and their bodies—which had tasted a natural, physical high for the first time in ages—sought to continue the tourney’s competitive stimulation. The result was anger and revolt and confrontation. And really, because it had already been a huge struggle—and a great triumph—for these players to simply make their flight to Calgary, they lacked the emotional reserve to deal with the massive issues in each other’s lives. So when Eric bared his heart, there was little energy or impetus left to console him.

After Eric finished talking, the coach moved to send the team back to their hotel. But Krystal turned to her teammates and said, “Eric’s right, guys. No matter what happens in the game, we should go up and thank our goalie. We may not like what we have to put up with—and not just with Eric; we can all get on each other’s nerves—but we’re a team, and we should be able to count on each other all the time.”

Nobody else had anything else to say.

“I mean, it’s what teams do,” she added.

“So, you know, let’s start doing it.”
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COLD TURKEY SOCCER

FOR THE ORGANIZERS, putting together Homeless Team Canada was never easy, not with a modest budget (all of Team Canada’s funding comes from private donations) and the responsibility of obtaining the necessary documents from homeless men and women. When Paul first discovered that the tournament would require travel to Australia, he remembered past times, when even a seven-hour journey had proven nearly impossible for some players. There was a fellow from Toronto named Angelo Variano, who was nearly penniless, living on dumpster scraps and shelter broth. But because the fall tournament came on the heels of one of the street person’s annual bounties—Toronto’s million-strong Gay Pride Parade—Angelo paid for his ninety-dollar passport to the 2007 Copenhagen event after gathering bottles strewn about the city. Emboldened by his efforts, he decided to use the team’s transcontinental flight to Denmark to quit methadone, cold turkey. For the eight-hour flight, he sat bathed in a terrible sweat, coiling, then uncoiling, next to his manager, from whom he’d kept his airborne rehab a secret.

There was another player, Max, who, on the journey to the Homeless World Cup in 2006 in Cape Town, locked himself in the airplane’s bathroom, driven to isolation by the voices he was hearing in his head. Max lived on a floodplain in the Don Valley in Toronto, a great mohawk of trees that cleaves the city’s north-south parkway. He subsisted on whatever food he could scrounge, and every now and then, when his food supply grew scarce, he was forced to come into the city. Paul found him greasy and bearded on the streets, so he invited him to John Innes, where he mentioned the homeless-team program. Paul was certain he’d be rebuffed, but Max accepted the invitation and was eventually chosen to play for Team Canada. Although he never spoke about his mental condition, Paul said, “I knew there were issues there, I just didn’t know how severe.” Paul sat outside the bathroom door along with the flight attendants and murmured to Max, helping him get through the ordeal. Max competed in the tournament and competed well. After he got back to Toronto, he thanked Paul, headed back to his tarpaulin home on the floodplain, and was never heard from again.

Another of the national team’s organizational complications came from having to work with regional managers who were responsible for clearing players from their respective programs. Paul and Cristian had chosen two Vancouverites for the team—a Mexican immigrant named Manny and a Aboriginal Canadian named John—but much to their chagrin, the West Coast homeless chapter proved to be wanting in the manner in which they processed—or didn’t process—their documents. Despite a barrage of emails from Toronto requesting information about how things were proceeding, they instead found their inbox filled with press announcements and invitations to upcoming fundraisers. Cristian had warned Vancouver of the Aussies’ and the Homeless World Cup’s organizational vigilance, but they responded with tumbleweeds. The Team Canada managers grew livid at Vancouver’s unresponsiveness, not only because losing their invitees would burn their budget and gut their roster, but because it would mean a return to the bedbugs for two of their hopeful charges. If there had been excess cash, which there never was, Paul might have been able to rally the correct documents for new players at such a late stage, but Australian immigration laws—and resulting HWC protocol—required almost double the paperwork of past tourneys, 60 pages per player. Cristian received a terse email from organizers claiming that Team Canada’s inclusion in the event was in jeopardy. Things were eventually resolved, but the coaches lay awake at night wondering whether almost $15,000 worth of plane tickets—a large portion of the team’s budget—would go to waste, to say nothing of denying Manny and John the opportunity to join them on their journey to the bottom of the world.

At one point, Paul and Cristian had considered bringing another Vancouver player to Melbourne, a small, grey-haired, fiftysomething Arab man named Sam who wore 1970s highschool gym shorts and carried around a shopping bag filled with shoes, socks, jerseys, and three sets of daily newspapers. But Sam’s papers were incomplete, the result of having lived like so many other refugees, a man without a country to call his own.

I’d met Sam on my first day in Calgary, and after I asked him about his life, he took me by the elbow and paraded me to a set of empty bleachers, where he unfurled the story of his life. Sam was born in Palestine, where his parents once owned a large tract of land—eight million dollars’ worth, he said—on the disputed West Bank. But they’d been forced to scatter as a result of the war in the Middle East. Because his family was able to retain at least a portion of its wealth, his parents sent him to school in California, where he studied world literature. He finished school with a degree and a book idea, which eventually became American Triumph, the story of a young American woman who helps Afghani rebels turn back the Soviet war machine. People liked the book; it sold a few thousand copies. For the next year, Sam toured America, talking about his work, his life, and the legacy of his family.

Then came 9/11. One afternoon in California, Sam was sitting at a Denny’s eating breakfast with three newspapers spread open at his table. Two men approached his booth: thugs wearing sunglasses, cologne, and silk socks. Can we have a word? I wrote 80,000 words. Pick one. Hands to shoulder, they walked him across the restaurant into the daylight, where he was bagged and thrown into the ass-end of an unmarked van. Thugs. Thugs with a pension. They threw him into the piss and murder of the Laredo County jail, where the author of American Triumph languished for eight months.

Sam wrote. He wrote to judges, attorneys, counsellors, journalists. Then, one day, the guards delivered him a note, unchaining the cell door as they passed it to him. An immigration judge had granted his release. While being processed, the plaid shirt that he’d worn to his arraignment hung loose at the shoulder, his pants barely hooked to his hip. A policeman in plain clothes stood at his desk, quilted his fingers at his waist, then looked Sam in the eye before looking away at the photograph of America’s commander-in-chief hanging beyond the writer’s shoulder. Then he told him that he was sorry.

Sam got the fuck out of the USA. Like Ray Charles, he rode a bus to Seattle, then crossed the border through the forest. He came into Canada and found work as a paperless labourer living in a shelter. If he carried around a scythe of bitterness, you couldn’t see it. Before leaving Calgary, he approached me and said: “I’ve written two more manuscripts. I’m proud of both. One is about Ireland. Will you help get it published?” He gave me his novel, but Sam never made it to Melbourne, nor did any of the other Vancouver players. Days before the team was scheduled to depart for Australia, Paul finally reached the managers of the West Coast program. They told him that they planned on marching with the men down to the BC parliament, where they would demand they provide papers to help them get to Oz. Of course, they came up empty. In a tournament where Canada would play against teams with eight to ten players on their roster (the game required four men a side, competing on a 16x22 metre court for two seven-minute halves), Paul and Cristian would be bringing only Billy and Krystal, plus two other players from Calgary. In the end, they decided that it was better to travel somewhere with half of a team than go nowhere at all.
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JOURNEY TO OZ

THE SKY WAS grey and wet with rain as the players gathered at John Innes on the morning of their trip to Oz. I found Billy sitting outside on the steps of the centre, a hood pulled over his head to protect himself from the wind and the rain. Billy was the only former professional player on the team, as well as the best and most experienced athlete. He also had the distinction of playing on both Team Canada and Homeless Team Canada, and when I pointed this out, he said, irreverently, “Hey, I just love to play the game. What happens outside of it is secondary.” He was the same age as me—45—and Greek (“way Greek,” said Krystal), sometimes even using his given name, Basile, instead of its Anglicized cousin. If the faces of the men around the centre bore the crust of defeat, Billy possessed at least the verisimilitude of a person who’d competed at an athletically high level. The first time I’d met him, his face was glistening with sweat, having just run laps on the centre’s track. It was the first time in years he’d been close to his playing weight, his bullish shoulders and broad chest returning after a long descent into addiction. Only his face—which still carried the excess weight of his sedentary years—belied the fact that he’d once possessed a formidable athletic physique.

After years of playing pro soccer—both domestically, with the North York Rockets, and internationally, with Team Canada as well as club teams in Switzerland and Austria—Billy had retired so that he could take over the ownership of Uncle Harry’s Fish and Chips, a restaurant that his father had started after emigrating from Greece. “The restaurant was my parents’ place before I started running it,” he said. “They wanted to retire, and I figured that it would be a good thing to do after my playing career ended. In 2006, I put over $100,000 into it, and it was a huge success. Man, I was living large. The casinos were sending limousines for me; I was throwing down huge bets, huge money. Then, in 2008, I transferred the place over to my father for a dollar because I was a mess. My parents had to come home from their retirement place in Greece to take it back. I was making $8,000 profit a week, but I was killing myself, pulling 100 hours a week and taking painkillers—OxyContins—which users call ‘hillbilly heroin.’ It all started while sitting around one night in a bar. I was complaining to my friends about my headaches, so someone said, ‘Here, try these.’ They worked; it was like a miracle. Pretty soon, there wasn’t a day when I wasn’t on them, and because I felt good, I got into other stuff, mostly cocaine, which I’d done before, but never in such quantities. After a while, I saw what this was doing to me, so I tried to quit. I had joint pain, and I was vomiting. When I was off the stuff, I couldn’t walk more than three feet without feeling as if my life was about to end. So I went back to it. I went back hard and I stayed there.

“Eventually, I lost contact with my friends and I stopped talking to my parents. Instead of getting help, I tried quitting again. I self-medicated by smoking weed, lots of it. I smoked weed and never left the apartment. I ate constantly for a month. I ate like a pig and slept and smoked and I gained a ton of weight. I comatosed myself. It worked, but I couldn’t do anything else. I was like a corpse. I was breathing, eating, and I was alive. But that’s all I was. One night, I got into a fight with my girlfriend, and they threw me in jail. That was my wake up call. I went to CAMH [Centre for Addiction and Mental Health] and they helped me get clean. It was a horrible experience, but that’s it. I’m done with that shit. I’m going to Australia. And let me tell you,” he said, stabbing the air, “I’m going to fill the net.”

Despite his efforts to maintain a kind of normalcy, Billy’s life was still in flux. A court order forced him to live with his former girlfriend, the person who’d charged him with domestic assault after he destroyed their apartment. It was a vengeful relationship. She toyed mercilessly with Billy’s recovery, smoking pot and hosting drunken parties in an attempt to tease him back into his old habits. “These days, I get up and leave there as early as I can and I come home as late as I can. The less time I spend around her the better, but if I don’t go home, all she has to do is pick up the phone and call the police, and then I’m back in jail. I’m at her mercy. I’m fucked.” A few weeks before leaving for Melbourne, Billy’s patience thinned and he hit the streets, spending a handful of winter evenings on his own. “I just walked around the city,” he said, “then slept at the counter of my friend’s donut shop. I got back to the house just in time to convince her not to report me. But I was this close,” he said, making a wafer with his fingers. “This close.”

Paul and Cristian privately worried that Billy lacked the discipline needed to play in the HWC. One of the conditions of Billy’s parole was that he enrol in anger management counselling—he was only now just finishing the program—and the coaches were concerned that putting him in a competitive environment against foreign teams might open old wounds. Because I was the only one who’d seen the fight between Billy, Devon, and Eric, Cristian asked me for details. I told him that, after the dust had settled, Billy walked by himself to the edge of the centre’s lot, where he lay under a tree to cool down. To the naked eye, it might not have looked like much, but for Billy, it showed a certain resolve and commitment to change his life as best he could.

Neither Billy nor Krystal had any idea what the next ten days would bring. They were going to Australia—the land of sunshine, beaches, cans of Fosters, Crocodile Dundee, and kangaroos—but, more than that, the world was going there, too: 600 homeless athletes competing over seven days. Canada had never won the tournament, but Cristian and Paul said that winning wasn’t important; it was the revitalization of the players’ lives by which the team’s success was measured. They could point to several examples, and, in one instance, they could even produce a player on-hand: Bradley Tough, who worked across the street from John Innes as a therapist and counsellor at the Aboriginal social centre.

Before joining the program, Brad moved aimlessly across the country—sleeping on his sister’s couch, meeting people he shouldn’t have met, doing things he shouldn’t have done—until he found the homeless team playing one afternoon in Moss Park. Brad accompanied Team Canada to Edinburgh, Scotland, where he smudged his face with war paint and competed as the tournament’s first Aboriginal player. “I told him back then,” said Cris, “that he had the opportunity to destroy all of those Native stereotypes, and that he could be a role model for a community that sometimes finds it hard to integrate into programs like ours.”

While Brad was competing abroad, his grandfather fell ill in Saskatchewan, but from his deathbed, he saw a CBC feature on his grandson’s trip to Scotland. The grandfather roused himself long enough to demand that the nurses find coverage of the HWC on television. Of course, they couldn’t, and the grandfather passed away while Brad was overseas. When he returned, Brad went back to Saskatchewan, reconciled with his family, and visited his grandfather’s gravesite, where he slung his tournament medal over the old man’s tombstone.

Before hauling their bags into one of the rec centre employees’ cars bound for the airport, Billy, Krystal, Paul, and Cris said goodbye to Eric, who’d come to see the team off to Melbourne (they’d be joined later on the journey by the two other players from Calgary). Eric’s crack addiction had lasted the better part of two decades, but he’d recently secured an assisted-living apartment with five other men who, when I visited him, moved about the house with a heavy, if unseen, presence. Although he was tall and great limbed, Eric moved around awkwardly, as if his bones somehow didn’t quite fit. Still, whenever I watched him compete on the court during the centre’s twice-weekly games, the ravages of his addiction faded away as he bent on one knee to stop shots, or stretched across the crease to knock down a ball with his gloved hands. In Cape Town in 2006, he was named the tournament’s Best Goalkeeper. He’d stopped 17 consecutive penalty kicks and had returned to Canada festooned with ribbons, medals, and a trophy.

Wearing an old pair of track pants and a blackened windbreaker, Eric walked up to Krystal, who was sitting in the centre’s lounge, and handed her a small plastic packet.

“Take it,” he said. “You might need this. It’s a gift.”

Krystal smiled and told him, “No, Eric, I can’t. I’m getting on a plane.”

“Go ahead, take it. It’s really no problem.”

“No, Eric, really.”

She handed the package back to Eric. It disappeared in the pocket of his windbreaker. Later, at the airport, someone asked Krystal if she knew what Eric had given her. She said she didn’t; she hadn’t looked at it.

“I know what was in the package,” pfffted Billy. “Drugs. What else would be in a package from Eric?”

After Krystal had refused the package, Eric turned and looked at the others gathered in the room.

“Well, at least take my gloves,” he said.

Cristian told him: “Eric, we’re bringing so many things on the trip we don’t have room for your gloves.”

Eric looked crestfallen.

“You’ve got all of this other stuff, why not the gloves?” he asked.

“They’ll have gloves there. Besides, we don’t even know who our goaltender is. We’ll probably use an Australian,” said Cris.

“Which is why you should bring me.”

“You know we can’t bring you.”

“I know. It’s a stupid bullshit rule.”

“But it’s the rule,” said Cristian.

One of the centre’s outreach employees came into the room and produced a large paper shopping bag stuffed with enormous tubes of sunscreen.

“My gift to Krystal was better than that,” said Eric.

Holding one of the tubes, Cristian told the employee: “You guys never spare on the expense, do you?”

Everyone in the room laughed; everyone except Eric. You could tell that it hurt him to see his friends joking and messing around before their journey. He looked across the room at me and held out his gloves. I zippered open a pouch on the exterior of my suitcase and pushed them in.

“Hey, Eric, thanks again, okay?” said Krystal.

“Just go get ’em out there. Don’t take any shit from anyone just because you’re a woman,” he said.

“Don’t worry, Eric. Whatever they throw at me, it’s nothing I haven’t seen before.”

“Okay. And remember: “Boombaye! Boombaya!” he said, shouting his favourite goal crease cheer.

“‘Boombaye, boombaya,’ got it, Eric,” said Krystal, showing him her fist before closing her suitcase.

The players said goodbye to Eric and filed into their respective cars. I drove to the airport with Krystal, her brother, Jason, and Jason’s girlfriend. For the trip, Krystal climbed into the space between the front seats and wrapped her arms around what was left of her birth family, nuzzling her face against her brother’s neck as if committing his scent to memory. Because Krystal had been homeless during much of her recent life, she seemed both young and old, naive yet wise, her eyes filled with equal measures of wonder and suspicion. While she possessed the vulnerability of a teenager, her body moved with an air of defiance, as if, at any moment, another force might try and overtake her. She spoke carefully but authoritatively, her voice belling the way the carriage on a typewriter does after reaching its length. While everyone else filled their time at the airport saying stupid soccer-team-on-the-road shit to each other, Krystal drew herself into a teenage cocoon surrounded by the necessary accoutrements: trashy magazines, chocolate bars, a bouquet of pens tied together with coloured elastics, fluffy slippers and flip-flops, a sheaf of homework (Krystal had gone back to high school to complete her grade 12 degree), an iPod loaded with songs by Nas, and some bottled water. Her neck was marked with a pair of tattoos—one, a set of initials commemorating her mother, who’d died when Krystal was two; and the other, a flower for her grandmother. Occasionally, she’d look around the airport and say things like I can’t believe this! and This is amazing! while holding a spiral notepad with photos pasted on the cover in which she wrote down her thoughts in looping schoolgirl script—WILL YOU SHINE WHEN THE SPOTLIGHT HITS YOU?—sometimes in verse, sometimes not. One colour photograph showed her two nephews—Jason’s kids—as well as a photo of Krystal at age four, crouching with her elbows leaning on a soccer ball. “I played for the Nitros,” she told me before flipping the notepad closed. Another photograph, which she carried in her back pocket, was creased and yellowed. It showed Krystal as a baby being cradled in the lap of a beautiful young woman in a red summer dress.

Her mom.

WHEN WE REACHED the airport, Paul told the players what to tell customs and US immigration—that they were travelling to Australia for a soccer tournament—reminding them never to use the word “homeless” unless they had to. Because Billy had a criminal record and was travelling on a special Visa, there were fears that authorities would interrogate the team, as had happened in the past. In some cases, homeless teams had been detained for days at the airport, but after questions about the players’ special dispensation, they passed through immigration and we soon found ourselves waiting at the gate to board the plane.

At the airport, Billy never stopped talking. He commented on life the way a track announcer calls a race, including every movement and building to a crescendo of full caps and exclamation points. He was all Mediterranean flurry and braggadocio, built like an oak wardrobe with a broad chest. He could take any subject and weave it into an anecdote, slapping your arm or poking the side of your chair when he couldn’t reach a body part, making sure your thoughts hadn’t drifted. He had the ego of a former star player, and few moments passed in which he didn’t ensure that he was the focus of the group’s attention. But he leavened his bluster with moments of self-deprecation and honesty. His life was an open book—a tragicomedy—whose pages were forever fluttering in the breeze.

Walking to the departure gate, Billy paused between stories, looked around, held up a finger, and spoke a single word: “Methadone.”

I wasn’t sure whether discussing methadone was part of the same federal regulations that forbid the mention of bomb and guns, but, just in case, I whispered to him that it might not be the wisest thing to talk about narcotics before hopping on a transcontinental flight.

He looked at me indignantly. “Methadone,” he repeated.

“You see, when the junkies went for methadone in jail, they wouldn’t swallow it. Well, they’d swallow some of it, but then they’d spit the rest into their friend’s mouth, and take his twenty bucks. When the doctors and guards found out, the junkies started regurgitating it, and then they sold that. Now, when you get methadone in jail, they make you wait twenty minutes in a room so you process it. They got wise, see, and now the junkies can’t do it anymore.”

“When were you ever in prison with junkies?” asked Paul.

“Mistaken identity, a federal house,” he said, taking a long breath.

“But I thought you only did time for domestic violence.”

“This was before.”

“Before?” said Paul.

“Relax. I got sprung. I did four days. Four. It was horrible. Scary. It was 1989, credit card fraud, a guy who had the same name as me with family members who had the same name as my family, only he had a sister, Jennifer, I think, which I didn’t have, so I got off. But my lawyer was in Jamaica, so he couldn’t get me released and it was a long weekend. I was in a three by three cell, no contact for 23 hours. My parents were begging for me to get out, but they couldn’t do nothing. There were murderers in there, one guy, Rico, long hair and beard. His wife was missing for two years and they couldn’t find the body. He cut her up and put her body parts in glass jars, to keep them fresh, I guess. I don’t know. He hid them in the walls. Then he sold the house, but the new owners decided to renovate. They found her, and he got convicted. He was in there. They were all in there. My roommate was a guy called Fat Jack, who ran the cantina. He protected me because I had 1,500 bucks in my prison account and I paid him off. Inmates communicated by tapping on the pipes, tapping in code. They do this thing they called fishing, tying notes to twine that they remove from their pillowcases and sheets. One guy would send out a message and another guy would retrieve it with a toothbrush tied to a piece of twine sent across the prison floor. During a meal, a guy asked me if I wanted any candy, but I got up and moved to the other end of the hall. If you take their candy, it means you’re their bitch. Fat Jack told me this. Fat Jack was all right, but thank God I got the fuck out.”

On the plane, I sat behind Billy and listened to him talk for most of the 16-hour flight. It wasn’t until we were halfway across the Pacific Ocean that he fell silent, strapping on his headphones to watch Mamma Mia!. I had wondered what it might take to silence him: maybe an earthquake or nuclear strike? Perhaps a global technological meltdown? But a musical comedy starring Meryl Streep I hadn’t considered.

Krystal spent most of her time scribbling in her notepad. Occasionally, she held up a page for me to see:

GRANDMA YOU ARE THE ONE AND I AM GOING FOR YOU

or

AUSTRALIA DUNNO WHAT ABOUT TO HIT THEM
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Honest, gritty and genuinely moving, Home and Away captures the spirit of the

Homeless World Cup and the life changing journeys taken by our players, and

illustrates perfectly the power football has to change lives.

—Mel Young, President and Co-Founder of the Homeless World Cup
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