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“I think of a
hero as someone who understands the

degree of
responsibility that comes with his freedom.”
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1.

INTO THE
BLACK

 


Neil Young was
right, it turns out. It really is better to burn out than to fade
away. I burned out. Fading away feels much worse. I feared fading
away so much that I died. At least I think I did. What’s worse, I
end up fading in and out of these strange visions all the time. Or
maybe they’re dreams. Just what it is that I’m going through
doesn’t matter right now, though. All I know is I go from vision to
vision, but only as a spectator. Every time I see someone I know in
these visions, I get to shadow them just long enough to care before
I fade away and repeat the cycle with someone new. This is my
punishment, no doubt, whatever this may be. I wasn’t a complete
atheist during my bohemian run to the top. Deep down, I still clung
to the belief that my life was a fraud and my decadence had a
price. I tried to forget about it by downing twelve beers in a
night. I tried to find meaning by picking up the twelfth empty
bottle and peering down the neck at the residual suds clinging to
the bottle’s bottom. Finding meaning amidst debauchery is harder
than it seems. Don’t let those sappy power ballads fool you. I
tried to find meaning and failed.

I knew I was on
the Highway to Hell. You can only party so much, drink so much,
smoke so much, inject so much before you come to the realization
that life is an assignment, not a right. I had a mission and I
failed. My purpose was to make people forget about their troubles
by singing about mine; by gritting my teeth and clenching my fist
at a crucial part of a song; by sweating through my T-shirt on
stage and falling to the floor when I was done. The fringe benefits
that went along with my nightly therapy sessions were just the
rewards for laying my life out there for people to consume. So, I
indulged.

Don’t ask just
what it was in my life that required therapy. What is there to run
from, after all, when you grow up in suburbia with a loving family
and are given all the opportunities afforded to the middle class?
Some people would say there’s plenty of fodder for therapy here and
I would have been one of those people at one point.

As I descended
further down my selfish path, I forgot people’s names, many of them
friends. I indulged in all the popular stimulants or depressants,
depending on my mood. People were left behind, tantrums were
thrown, weird rock star fits were common. My personal favourites
include demanding twenty-dollar, five-foot sandwiches from this
place in Calgary. I lived the life that people expected of a rock
star. In other words, I became all the things I initially swore I
would never become.

I sometimes
wonder if I’m still on the Highway to Hell, right on the outskirts
of the hellfire and brimstone city limits. One thing is certain,
though. Nothing could be much worse than where I am at, which is
nowhere. There is no night and day here, just a grey haze that
seems to have no discernable beginning or end. I get to shadow the
lives of all the people I know and love. The cruel twist however is
that I’m unable to do anything but suffer along with them for a
brief spell. To make it worse, my suffering doesn’t seem to go
away. This isn’t anything like life.

Life always
seems to work itself out. Problems eventually become memories. In
life, sadness never lasts, although some people fool themselves
into believing their life is one continuous struggle. I know now
that there’s some good in every life. But in my state, there’s no
end to my sadness. I get to relive all the hurt I caused without
being able to undo the damage.

The difference
between the sadness in life and the sadness I experience here makes
me think of what my 11th grade teacher taught me. Every story has
rising action, a crisis, falling action and eventually a
denouement where the problem is resolved. Life seems to work
in cycles like that English lesson. Whatever it is I’m experiencing
now isn’t like that. Seems like I’m stuck at the crisis part. I see
one person’s suffering; then it all fades away only to be replaced
with another person’s suffering. One person’s misfortune makes way
for that of another. The common thread is that everyone’s suffering
seems to be a result of my actions. Being in this state must be
like what Ebenezer Scrooge felt as he struggled through that
sleepless night with the spirits. That’s about as close as I can
get to describe this state. I wish this plunge into the black would
just end already.

I don’t know
when it all started. The beginning is hard to pin down, although I
have flashes of distant visions, seemingly from long ago. Mostly
though, I can only remember visions of the last five people who
have made an impression on me. I don’t know when this will end, if
ever. I have accepted this, whatever this is, as my fate for
now. I only wish I had properly prepared for this when I had the
chance. I knew there was a God and I knew he was looking down on my
life as a glorious waste, but it’s difficult to change your life
when everyone adores you and is willing to buy into your image,
feeding this insane fantasy lifestyle. Someone should have reminded
me it was all too good to be true. Toward the end, I realized as
much. That’s why my band’s last album was called The Other Shoe
Drops. Misfortune was coming. Maybe that’s why I consumed every
overpriced indulgence I could afford with the fervency of a drifter
looking for water in the desert. I consumed to forget and maybe
even survive. I just didn’t count on not being able to get a chance
at redemption. In a way, I guess it’s fitting that I didn’t get a
chance to clean up my act. Aerosmith’s comeback, while commercially
successful, was a joke. A band that was once notorious for songs
like Uncle Salty, Lord of the Thighs and Major Barbara is now
subsequently known by another generation for such syrupy sweet
ditties such as Angel, Cryin’ and I Don’t Want to Miss a Thing, all
songs its founders penned when they stopped using drugs. I couldn’t
imagine myself doing that. Unfortunately, I never had a chance to
even consider a redemption tour, one last album or even one last
sell-out. Now, I’m just a memory and a fleeting one at that. I let
everyone down and I’m reminded of this with every vision I see.
What’s worse, I really don’t know if it’s all over for me or this
is just a bad dream.

I find it so
incredibly frustrating that I don’t know what this is I’m
experiencing, even though I reluctantly accept it. Still, I don’t
know where I am or what I am. I think that’s part of the process,
though. What I do know for certain is that I don’t have the memory
to connect all the dots yet. Some parts of my life are crystal
clear. Every time I shadow someone I know, I remember more about my
life. I begin to piece together what it is I’m doing here only to
have the clarity I seek washed away every fifth vision, give or
take a few. Once it’s gone, it’s gone, it seems. The memory melts
away into oblivion like a piece of ice on the Rideau River during
the spring thaw.

Wait a
minute.

I’m surprised I
remember the Rideau. I don’t remember that coming up in any recent
vision.


Sigh.

This is like
watching a reality television show. As soon as you’ve seen it once,
you don’t care to see it again. But I do see it again. I see things
over and over, I’m guessing, even though I can only remember very
recent experiences. I know there has to be a point to this, but I
don’t get a chance to contemplate my fate much since I’m constantly
fading in and out of people’s lives. I wonder if Jacob Marley had
this problem. I try not to think cynical thoughts like this,
though, since Marley knew he was dead. I don’t know that for
certain. I can only hope that some truth at some point will begin
to lodge itself in my memory so I can get out of this state or at
least figure out where I am.

Wait a minute.
Something is coming to me.

The river. The
Rideau River. Ottawa. I lived in Ottawa. Yes, I’m sure of it now. I
grew up there. But, why do I remember the spring thaw on the
Rideau? Why am I retaining this piece of information? The person’s
life I’m watching right now has nothing to do with Ottawa. Even
though I’m in this state of limbo, drifting in and out of people’s
lives, I suddenly feel this sensation that isn’t unlike the feeling
of kissing the girl you’ve had a crush on for years. This memory of
the Rideau River is exciting. The image must mean something. I hope
it means something. The river just has to mean something. This is
uplifting because it’s the first time I’ve retained permanent
knowledge. I know this because the last four lives I’ve shadowed
belong to people I went to university with in Waterloo. Yet, this
piece of a memory from Ottawa has sparked in me my memory of who I
am, or was, and where I came from.

I should insert
another sigh here.

Who am I
kidding? This could be nothing. There’s no way of knowing how many
people’s lives I’ve shadowed in this state. The memory of the
Rideau could just be a result of the large number of people from
Ottawa I know or knew. Up until this point, any vague notion I have
of who I am and where I am is attributable to repetition. In other
words, any small memory I have has to do with the number of
people’s lives I’ve shadowed. I’m thinking that I’ve seen a lot of
people’s lives from Ottawa. That’s why I remember the Rideau. I
must have known a lot of people in Ottawa. I must have spent a lot
of time near the river. That would explain why I remember it, even
though I haven’t seen any person I know from Ottawa lately.

The question of
whether my life is over or not ceases to excite me all that much
now. I have this notion that I’ve been weaving in and out of
people’s lives for a while in this indescribable state, so I really
don’t care to fight against it anymore. If there’s one thing I’ve
learned throughout this experience, it’s to take every shred of
wisdom out of the each moment I experience. I don’t always wish for
a new beginning and I don’t always dwell on the past; at least not
the past that I can recall. Instead, I’m trying to figure out, with
each vision I see, where I went wrong in life.

Rock n’ Roll
was supposed to be my salvation. My music was supposed to be my way
of overcoming my own frailties. The music was supposed to take the
good in me and let it blossom. I was a sensitive soul once, I
think. I wrote from the heart and connected with people. I know
this because one of the last visions I had was that of my old
friend Lars. Before I was in this state, Lars and I were good
friends and band mates. We grew up together, went to university
together and formed Epic. We named it after our favourite group
Faith No More’s hit single from 1989. We thought that the name
would grab the attention of critics and music industry types. After
all, if we had the guts to call our band something so bold, at
least people would take notice even if they thought we sucked. This
was the case sometimes. Right up until the end, people used to tell
me that calling our band Epic was an uncharacteristically American
thing to do. After all, we were just this little Canadian band from
different parts of Ontario that got lucky. We took criticism like
this hard at first, but we eventually became accustomed to it.
Either that or we were too drunk or stoned to care, just as long as
the CDs were flying of the shelves. We had enough people that
couldn’t care less about the name just as long as the songs we
released were honest. I have to say, as far as I can recall, I
think all our music was pretty honest. We may have angered people
with that honesty at times, but it was honest nonetheless. I know
we were successful, even though we were on the brink of splitting
up because we couldn’t stand each other anymore. The burden of
being a star was hard for all of us towards the end because we were
still such good friends. We didn’t like the fact that we seemed to
hate each other.

So, I know
heading into this latest vision that I was in a successful band and
I was likely from Ottawa. That’s about all I know, but things will
become clearer, I hope, once I realize whose life I’m going to
shadow the next time around. This time, I am following Lars as he
goes about releasing a CD of our drunken studio outtakes and live
cuts in order to allow the bloodthirsty record industry execs at
our label to cash in on the band’s remaining legacy. After all,
many of the great artists and musicians throughout history were
never terribly popular when they were alive. I was popular, I
think, but it seems that my fame is briefly skyrocketing now that
I’m a ghost. But I’m not necessarily Kurt Cobain carrying a
generation’s frustration with me to the grave. Maybe it’s the
Canadian part of me that feels I’m fading from people’s memories.
At least I think I am. That is, if I’m dead. There I go again with
that dead or alive question. What frustrates me with this thought
of being a third-rate, less-than-Cobain is that I’m fairly certain
I can do nothing about it. The press will now have to expound on my
legacy and even create parts of it.

I suppose it
could be worse, though. I could have endured a life like Emily
Dickenson. For some reason, I was always fascinated by her story.
She lived her whole life writing brilliant poetry that was honest
and passionate but completely unknown. At least I achieved some
success in my life. Emily had to wait until she died for her sister
to find her work in the attic of the family home before it was
published and recognized. She wrote that she heard a fly buzz when
she died. At least she felt something.

I’m amazed that
I can recall so much about other people’s lives but so little of my
own. I could go on and on about Cobain, Dickenson or any other
misunderstood genius but not have the slightest clue about parts of
my own life. How can you be a complete stranger to yourself and
just accept it or tolerate it? The answer is I can’t for much
longer. At least I feel this way sometimes.

I suppose I
will go on looking in on people’s lives as long as I must. I will
be a ghost as long as I need to be. I will sit there and watch
people I know and love as they cry, but not be able to wipe their
tears away. I can watch them shout at a framed photograph of me and
not be able to respond. I can tell them not to empty the bottle of
Canadian Club just because of me, but they never hear me. They
never see me. To them, I am just a terrible little thought wiggling
its way through their head. To them, I’m nowhere. Reduced to the
role of spectator. I’ve accepted this.

But I remember
the Rideau. I remember it well. When I was young, I used to sit on
a rock along the river during the spring thaw and watch the rapids
hiss and tumble onto the cement pilings of the old railway bridge
near Carleton University.

Something has
changed. I remember something that I haven’t seen or experienced in
some time. For all of my ramblings, I sure do have trouble making
my point. Here it is. I’m a bit of a liar. I don’t accept this
state I’m trapped in. I still hope.

 


 


2.

ABOUT A
GIRL

 


 


This is
promising. I’m sitting in the Second Cup coffee shop at the corner
of Somerset and Bank streets, in a windswept section of Ottawa’s
core. I feel good being back in this rugged strip of Centretown,
right about the spot where the small shops give way to the dreary
glass government office buildings. This is one of the parts of
Ottawa whose sidewalks don’t roll up at six o’clock every evening,
despite what some people say. I remember spending some time here
after I finished my degree and moved back to town in 2000. I
remember feebly trying to turn my life around by taking a French
course at the French language school around the corner. My class
mates and I used to come here during the break in our class and
order our coffees and teas in French, as per our teacher’s orders.
I didn’t live too far from this intersection. I remember once
living in a beautiful apartment building called the Governor
Metcalfe just a couple of streets over from this shop and just down
the road from the Museum of Nature. I liked telling people I lived
in the Governor Metcalfe. The name seemed so ridiculously
pretentious but it was endearing nonetheless.

People are
covering their faces since it’s a bitterly cold spring day in
Ottawa, although I can’t feel the cold at all as I don’t seem to
exist. I’m perched on one of the stools near the giant window
facing Bank Street. The lower part of the window is a greasy grey
colour, from buses splashing slush. This part of the coffee shop
where the stools are is where the loners come to read their Noam
Chomsky literature or write in their hemp-bound diaries. I used to
sit at these stools before, but it wasn’t alone. I came here once
with someone, but I can’t seem to remember who it was.

This is a new
experience for me. Ever since I’ve been in this state of limbo
watching other people’s lives, I’m usually thrown right into the
action. This time around, I’m sitting in a coffee shop with a
scattering of people I don’t recognize. This time, I’m just sitting
here watching some young man with gangly brown sideburns, a
dishevelled mop and small glasses reading a tattered poetry book.
Occasionally, he breaks from his reading and jots down a few notes
in a tiny black leather-bound notepad. I don’t know who he is and
I’m at a loss as to why I’m here watching him. I sense that this
coffee shop must have something to do with whomever it was I came
here with. I wish I could remember who it was.

Watching this
guy read is boring. I look around and see a few other people in the
shop reading newspapers. One couple, both with greying hair, read
different sections of the Ottawa Citizen without saying a
word to each other. Two young women sit near the window facing
Somerset Street looking at photographs and laughing at each
image.

“Can you
believe that I did that? That’s so unlike me,” says one of the
woman with wavy, shoulder-length auburn hair.

“Would you do
it again?” asks her friend, also with frizzy shoulder length hair,
but with a decidedly more brownish tint.

“I don’t know
if I would do it again,” says the first, with a deceptive grin.

This scene is
strange. I’m listening to two women I don’t know talk about a roll
of photographs. I’m watching a guy read a book of poetry. I’m
watching an aging couple ignore each other. I’m used to not being
able to connect the dots, but this is weird. I don’t know whose
life I’m shadowing and I don’t know what lesson I’m supposed to
looking for in the Second Cup.

Some type of
jazz emanates from the store’s sound system. Behind the counter,
the two Second Cup employees chat about their weekends. The young
man with frosted blond tips and too much gel in his hair is
windexing the glass display case for the baked treats. He’s talking
about some band he saw just up the street at this club called
Barrymore’s. The name is familiar.

“Their show was
weird. The lead singer had all this pancake make-up on his face and
his hair was purple. Like grape-juice purple. He’s was kind of like
a happier, gentler Marilyn Manson.”

“I’m not crazy
about Robin Black but it sounded like fun,” says his co-worker, a
lovely blond-haired woman with her hair in a pony-tail and a cute
set of black frame glasses. “I’m not even crazy about this jazz,
either. It’s putting me to sleep.”

I don’t blame
her. The song that’s playing has some woman singing, “Da, da, da,
daaaaa… beep, beep, uh huh.” Maybe that’s scatting. I could never
understand it, although I never reached my Carlsberg years where I
was supposed to begin understanding and appreciating jazz. I wonder
if I’ll be able to pull a Lee Aaron career move by changing from
rock to jazz. Perish the thought.

“I’ll change
the stream,” says the male employee. He walks back behind the
counter to the satellite console and looks for the right satellite
radio channel. I’m still amazed that so many businesses no longer
tune in to the local “At work radio station that everyone agrees
on.” Nothing is left to chance these days. Many businesses now
invest in a satellite feed of music that is sent out across their
chains from a glass office tower in Toronto, no doubt. Businesses
think they know what their customers want to hear and it’s not some
local deejay (gasp) talking between songs. Also, no two coffee
shops can deviate from the prescribed brand of music that
management deems suitable to its customers. The man behind the
counter changes the satellite feed all the same. Good for him, I
think. Stick it to the man. He turns the console off the jazz
channel onto the middle-of-the-road rock channel. There’s a Dave
Matthews song playing.

“Well, it’s
better than the jazz,” the man says to his female co-worker, who
scrunches her nose at the song.

“I guess,” she
says. “I just hear this guy so much on the radio.”

The two
continue to chat about their weekends but I eventually tune them
out. I listen to the next song playing over the sound system. The
tune sounds eerily familiar. That’s because it’s my band. This is
my song. The title is coming to me. The song is called Labour Day,
I think. I listen to the acoustic guitar introduction done so
skilfully by my friend and band mate. His name is coming to me as
well. Steve. That’s it. I’m humming along. The song begins.

 


Today was the
day

Where the world
faded away

I work my mind
over

Looking to find
that piece

A peace of
mind.

 


This song
earned us our first Juno award, although we said we didn’t care
about such recognition from the industry. All we cared about was
what our fans thought of it. This is from our 2001 album Turn,
Turn, Turnaround. The song brings back the memory of a certain
young woman I spent a Labour Day with in 2000 and instantly fell in
love with. What’s significant about this song is it reflects the
only time in my life that I actually fell in love with someone.
Everyone else I dated, or slept with, was different. Some women I
dated and grew to love. Some were friends from university that I
tolerated. Some were just convenient for the night. But, this song
is about Michelle — the one woman who drew me in from the get-go.
Even though I don’t know whose life I’m supposed to be dropping in
on this time, I have to say I like this vision much more pleasant
than the previous ones I remember.

The man behind
the counter softly mumbles the words under his breath. In all my
time at the top of the charts, I can’t imagine experiencing
something more rewarding than seeing this: a seemingly ordinary
person connecting with my music. He sings the fourth verse while
wiping down the bottom of the desert display.

 


Today, the
world faded away

All my hang-ups
drifted away

So perfectly
ironic

on this Labour
Day.

On this Labour
Day, on this Labour Day…

 


I don’t know if
people really understood the play on words at the end of the song.
I always thought it was ironic that, on a day devoted to
celebrating the plight of the worker, I would lose all sense of my
duty in the eyes of one special woman. On a day devoted to
remembering someone’s toil, I totally forgot about all my
responsibilities and practical concerns. Is that even irony? I
don’t know. All I know is that day with this woman required no
effort.

The woman
behind the counter is nodding her head along to the music and says
something cryptic.

“What a shame
what happened to Perrin.”

“Yeah, but Epic
was on its way out. The Other Shoe Drops was weird.
Way too Radiohead. It seemed like it was weird for the sake of
being weird,” says her co-worker, who is rubbing out a boot mark
from the bottom of the glass display.

Perrin is my
last name. Yes, I remember that now. Labour Day was the first
single released for the Turn, Turn, Turnaround album in
March 2001. The tune was about the only woman I instantly fell in
love with. I wrote it on Sept. 4, 2000 when I returned home to my
shared apartment flat in this old house somewhere. I lived there up
until Turn, Turn Turnaround was released. I wrote that song
because my heart felt like it was swollen to the point of
overflowing. I had never been hit like that before.

***

September,
2000

My alarm wakes
me up earlier than it usually does on a work day. But, instead of
bussing tables at the restaurant, I’m getting ready for a date. I’m
not sure if that’s the right description for it. After all, I just
met Michelle a few weeks ago. Even though we had a class together
at Waterloo, we really don’t know each other. That’s why today is
so important. Michelle just moved to Ottawa and I want to make a
good impression. She knows a little about me since she’s staying
with a friend in town who just happened to go to high school with
me. Still, it feels like a first date even though we’ve only met a
couple of times for coffee so far. I have this dull burning
sensation just below my stomach that happens any time I’m nervous.
I’m feeling it now just like I did when I went to bed last night.
Last night was a fractured night. I woke up a handful of times,
since I couldn’t get comfortable or shut my mind off long enough to
go to sleep. I couldn’t stop thinking about when Michelle and I
first met at my friend Corrine’s apartment. Corrine invited me over
for dinner, which she periodically does, since I was back in town
from school just like she was. I was surprised when I got there to
see Michelle. She was beautiful. She had gently curved dark brown
hair that was cut just above her compact shoulders. Her eyes were
dark brown. They pierced right through me. I assumed Michelle could
tell that I had this nervous feeling in my stomach. Something in
the way she looked at me told me she could see the inferno. She was
dressed in a short canvass skirt and stylish white T-shirt. She
wore chique dark-rimmed glasses but they did nothing to disguise
those intimidating, yet benevolent, eyes. When we met, her eyes
twinkled.

When I first
arrived at Corrine’s place, I quickly ditched Corrine and left her
in the kitchen. I turned my attention to Michelle and attempted to
make polite conversation about work and the development of the next
album. Michelle listened intently and spoke of her job waiting
tables at Darcy McGee’s pub near Parliament Hill. The conversation
was pleasant, but muted, until I made some snide comment about the
CBC Radio One broadcast that Corrine had playing in the background.
Michelle looked at me perplexed so I immediately tried to do some
damage control.

“I really love
the CBC though. My band was featured on Brave New Waves once when
our first album was released.”

“That’s so
cool! I love the CBC!” Michelle said excitedly. As she said this,
she touched my leg twice to emphasize some point she was making. I
couldn’t hear what she was saying because I was so excited that she
was touching me. I hoped it was a sign. Before I knew it, we were
sitting there talking about the CBC for half an hour while Corrine
silently stirred her pots in the kitchen, half-smiling and shaking
her head. By the end of the night, I was offering to help Michelle
look for an apartment. I wanted to see her again so much but I
didn’t have the courage to ask her out nor the creativity to think
of a charming line. This lame offer was all I had. But, it worked.
A few weeks later, we were going out for coffee, occasionally
trading stories about university and anything else we had in
common.

I quickly give
my head a shake and make my way to the shower to get ready for this
Labour Day date, although I’m quick to caution myself it isn’t a
date. We are going to head downtown to watch the first taping of
CBC Radio One’s This Morning for the fall season. The show
is being taped in the Byward Market, which is a forty minute walk
from my house near Lansdowne Park. I try not to reminisce about our
first meeting at Corrine’s too much since it takes away from my
prep time. The trick is to look good, smell good, but not
too good since this really isn’t a date. I want to impress
her and endear myself to her but I don’t want her to get the
impression that I’m absolutely smitten with her. I don’t want her
to think I’m trying too hard, which is exactly what I’m doing. I
remind myself that there’s no need for the effort, since everything
comes so effortlessly with Michelle.

Since coming
back to Ottawa in May, I have had to endure a break-up with my
long-time girlfriend from university, so this new woman could be
the shortcut to my final bit of recovery. But I can’t dwell on the
first couple of months back in Ottawa because they all seem like a
blur now that I’ve met Michelle — this articulate, passionate
English major who just happens to be gorgeous. Corrine’s fiancé
Matthew agrees with me. He says she’s hot in a “pixie-ish” kind of
way.

I barely shovel
down some cereal and toast before Michelle arrives at the base of
the stairs of my apartment.

“Let’s go, are
you ready?” she blurts out in a frantic tone.

“Yep, let’s do
it,” I whisper, hoping Michelle hasn’t woken my roommates who are
still sleeping, as I should be on a day off. The whole day with
Michelle looms. I can’t wait. On the way up to the Byward Market, I
tell Michelle everything I know about Ottawa that I think she’ll
find interesting. After a while, I try to let the beautiful trail
along the Rideau Canal do the talking for me since I feel like an
idiot for talking so much. When my band released our first album in
1999 and played gigs in Waterloo, I could talk to a whole bar full
of disinterested women and sound good. This morning, I can’t seem
to say anything terribly witty. For the first time since Epic’s
first gig at the Bomb Shelter pub at the University of Waterloo, I
have stage fright and I’m only speaking to an audience of one. The
first red leaves of the fall season provide a jarring contrast
against the gloomy grey September morning. We both start talking
about the weather, which makes me nervous. Weather is usually a bad
sign. To me, it signals of the death of a conversation.

Luckily, the
conversation turns to the topic of the CBC and things get easier.
We arrive in the Byward Market where the outdoor taping of the CBC
show is about to begin. We walk into a nearby French bakery and
grab two coffees. Michelle is thankful that I’m paying. I’m feeling
my confidence build. This is going to be a good day. The only thing
that I’m thinking about is Michelle. I’m not thinking about the
next album or my double-shift at the restaurant tomorrow. All I’m
thinking about is how beautiful Michelle looks as we watch the
taping together. I have to make a concerted effort to watch the
taping and not stare at Michelle. But her smile says it all. She’s
having a good time, and better yet, she’s having a good time with
me.

I watch
Michelle laugh at the host’s jokes. I watch her wrinkle her nose at
the lame jokes. We both make fun of the beatnik CBC Radio fanatics
that gush praise on the show’s host during the news break. This is
perfect. A man can lose all sense of ego with a person like
Michelle. I’ve only known her a couple of weeks and already, it
doesn’t seem to matter to her that I’m a semi-famous musician
(although I’m technically still rated as an up-and-comer by the
music press). She doesn’t flinch when she sees the odd teenager
point at me and wave.

When the show
ends, I take her to my favourite place in Ottawa just behind the
National Art Gallery, along a high bluff overlooking the Ottawa
River. We hike up to Nepean Point which offers a stunning view of
the river, the Gatineau Hills in Quebec and the Parliament
Buildings. Sitting by the statue of Samuel de Champlain, we open up
to each other. We discover that we both suffered great hardship in
high-school because we were smart, sensitive, awkward and artsy. In
other words, we were both near the bottom of the all-too-important
social pecking order. When I tell her about some of my experiences,
she consoles me without any condescension.

“That’s so
sad,” she says of one of my memories. My heart melts.

What started
out as a gloomy September morning has turned into a blustery but
brilliantly sunny fall day. We head back to the Byward Market for
lunch. She introduces me to sushi although I stick with my bagel
sandwich. I can’t believe she’s convinced me to at least try raw
fish after I swore I would never eat that crap. She’s got a hold of
me already. I’m losing myself more and more as the day goes on. I
want to know everything about her. For the first time ever, I’m
getting to know someone with no pretexts. Nothing I do matters when
I’m with her. All she seems to want is someone to talk to and
connect with. This day is perfect. I don’t want it to end. After
lunch, we walk around town some more and check out a few sights. We
talk about our backgrounds and the musical interests we have in
common. I ask her about her time in Toronto. I do whatever it takes
to keep this date going. She smiles more and more as the day goes
on. I want to kiss her but resist the urge for once. Where is my
rock star confidence?

***

A few new
customers walk into the coffee shop and the staff behind the
counter quickly springs into action, forgetting about my band’s
song. The last strains of me singing “on this Labour Day…” fade
into a remake of Big Yellow Taxi. My moment of connection with the
man behind the counter is clouded by the fact that my heartfelt
song about Michelle is sandwiched between Dave Matthews and whoever
it is singing this Joni Mitchell cover. It’s all about selling more
coffee. My song is selling coffee. Worse still, I’m still in this
Second Cup with no idea why I’m supposed to be here.

The nervous
feeling in my stomach seems to return, although I’m not sure if I’m
feeling anything since I’m not physically anywhere. I watch one of
the customers swagger in, bragging to his buddy about something. He
looks like the scholarly type —short, lightly-gelled blond hair
with tiny wire-frame glasses. He’s wearing some sort of canvas bag
on a strap around his torso like a string of ammunition. He’s
wearing expensive khakis and a black turtle neck that is supposed
to emphasize his physique (that is if he had one). He orders a chai
tea and slowly saunters over to the set of stools facing Bank
Street where I am perched. The two hop up on the stools and
continue their conversation. I’m trying to pick up what they’re
talking about, because my burning feeling suggests to me this is
why I’m here.

“It’s so
simple, man. She’s only dated a few guys and the last one sounded
like a real fucking jerk. Some fucking Canadian rawk star.”

His accent
absolutely gives him away. He’s an American who is likely from
Michigan, given that twangy, nasally accent. I know this because we
played in Detroit a few times. The people there pronounced words
like soccer as “sah-ker.” Pop was “soda pap.”

“So, you met
her at Michigan. How’d it all begin?” asks the Michigander’s buddy
who doesn’t seem to have the Michigan accent.

“We are both
doing our English PhDs and she got to talking one night when she
was feeling down and I just listened. It was as simple as that.
Since then, we’ve had a good thing going. She’s so fucking hot,
too, so that’s not too shabby. I’ve got it made.”

“Remind me.
What the hell are we doing here man? Canada is so goddamn
cold.”

“I know, I
know,” says the Michigander. “But, it’s reading week and she’s got
friends up here so we figured, what the hell? We’re staying at her
friend’s place and we’ve got the spare room to ourselves. Plus, you
got a free ride up, man.”

“Well, I’m just
here for the hockey game. I still can’t believe it’s so cheap up
here. My hotel room is worth like thirty bucks American and it’s
close to the Corel Centre. Speaking of, I hope Yzerman lights it up
tonight.”

“Yeah, for
sure,” says the Michigander vaguely, staring off toward a passing
bus on Bank Street that screeches to a halt near the coffee shop
window. “There she is. Let’s go.”

I strain to see
who is it, but I already know. Michelle is walking up the street. I
follow the two men out of the coffee shop onto the wind-swept
street. How I wish I could be heard now. Michelle is more beautiful
than my shoddy memory allows me to remember. Her eyes have that
same twinkle, but it’s not for me.

“Hi sweetie,”
says Michelle as she reaches for this guy’s elbows. She pulls
herself in and creeps up on her toes to kiss him. I am crushed.
Even though Michelle and I broke up right about when Turn, Turn,
Turnaround was released in March 2001, seeing her so smitten
with someone else saddens me, especially considering how it ended
between us.

***

March, 2001

Three days
before St. Patrick’s Day and all I’m focusing on is Epic’s first
gig at Barrymore’s. The official release of our new CD is set to
go. Already, Labour Day is playing on the radio, thanks mainly to
our previous association with the Sonic Unyon label and Treble
Charger. Still, I’ve got a sick feeling in my stomach. I’m not
worried about how the album will sell. The first one sold 200,000
copies and the press is describing us as Ontario’s answer to Sloan,
although I think our sound lends itself more to the Faith No More
vibe. I’m not worried about the band. We seem to be on the brink of
a huge breakthrough and I’m fired up for the gig. We’ve been
jamming for weeks and our impromptu busking in the Byward Market
generated some publicity. That is, until the cops shut the gig down
because our fans were crowding around us on the street in front of
the CHUM building. Everything seems to be fitting together for the
band but I’m worried about Michelle.

I’m sick of
Michelle. That would be more accurate. She’s trying to get into
some American colleges to pursue her PhD and it’s not working out
yet. She’s already received a few rejection letters and it’s caused
a strain on our once amazing relationship. We’ve been fighting on
and off for weeks about silly things. I resent the fact that she
challenges every one of my opinions. She seems to think that she’s
smarter than me just because she’s a year older and a true
academic. I told her that it doesn’t make a difference to me that
she’s older or that she’s going to be a PhD graduate while I
settled for my insignificant geography degree. I have no doubts
that she’ll make it, but I’m getting really tired of the verbal
abuse. The other night, we had a discussion about religion and she
became irate with me when I began questioning the Roman Catholic
Church. I’m a card-carrying member of the guilty-as-hell following,
so I think I’m entitled. She looked at me incredulously and blasted
me.

“What right do
you have to question these beliefs? You don’t even go to church
anymore.”

I wasn’t
bothered so much by the comment she made. She was right. I hadn’t
been to church in years and I really didn’t have the right to call
the church’s elders onto the carpet unless I was prepared to back
up my opinion with some action like attending a service. Michelle’s
tone is what killed me and it wasn’t the first time in recent weeks
she’d used that tone. She might as well have said I was a stupid
dreamer. In fact, if she had called me stupid, it would have made
things a lot easier for me now.

At work today,
I took my break with Corrine’s fiancé Matthew to talk about the
situation. He was very succinct when dispensing advice.

“You’ve got to
do it, man. No question. She has no right to treat you that
way.”

I knew Matthew
was right and his words only reinforced what I knew I had to do.
Tonight it feels cold in the apartment and I’m pacing around my
room, trying to think of what to do. So, I close my door and roll
up a joint. I’ve been smoking way too much lately and drinking way
too much at rehearsals. I’ve even dabbled in some of the naughtier
stuff. I know I have to stop, but I always get this way when it
comes to the music. It’s my career and it just can’t fail. That’s
how I justify it to my friends. I went to university to please my
parents but that doesn’t mean I want to go to Teacher’s College.
That’s all my degree will allow me to do. Music is my life. Still,
I haven’t been thinking clearly and I’ve been acting irrationally
with Michelle.

I pick up the
phone and start dialling her number. I hang up and lay on my bed
for a while, staring at the water stain on my ceiling from this
winter’s roof leak. The weed does nothing at all. I’ve still got
that awful feeling like my stomach is knotted like a pretzel. I
think about it for a while. Michelle is great, but she’s repeatedly
belittled me and nagged me about little things for weeks. She
doesn’t like the fact that I still talk to my female friends from
Waterloo on a regular basis. She tells me flat out that one of my
university friends, Cindy, is in love with me. I feel trapped. I’m
about to go out on the road and do what I love to do, but Michelle
will likely only get worse. She’s already had some terrible days,
like the one when the first rejection letter came in from Columbia.
I remember being in her apartment and trying to hug her. All she
did was push me away and scold me for patronizing her. The way she
stared at her rejection letter, which had been tossed on the floor,
was weird.

I rationalize
this imminent break-up by telling myself that I will be able to
meet someone else like Michelle. I’m still young and I’m about to
go out on tour. What would it be like if I was still with Michelle
out there on tour? I’m sure she’d be full of questions about my
whereabouts. She’s already questioning me way too often about the
women I speak to at work and who I talk to on the phone. Given the
attention I receive when I’m with the band, I can’t say I blame
her, really. I’m not helping my cause since I usually go along with
the attention instead of discouraging it. It’s part of my job, I
usually tell myself. Whatever it takes to sell CDs. I sigh as I
think of how weak this explanation is, even to me. Poor Michelle.
No wait, I can’t think like this. She’s been mean to me for weeks.
I pick up the phone again.

She picks up
and seems weary, yet pleased to hear my voice. I stumble with my
words and use the old stand-by.

“Look, we need
to talk.” I can’t believe I just used that line.

As I try to
explain diplomatically that her increasingly hostile tone over the
last few weeks has made it difficult for me to support her, I
realize I’m taking the easy way out. I even go so far as to suggest
that we take a break. I have no idea what I’m walking into.

Michelle
explains to me that she just got rejected by all of the American
universities. The final rejection came in the mail today. She has
no other plan. She feels bitter and lost. I stumble further with my
words and just try to get off the phone. Michelle is too upset to
let me get away with the easy way out. She opens a door for me.

“Are you saying
you want to break up?” she asks with a mixture of anger and some
tears. I jump at the chance.

“It’s just that
I don’t think I can be there for you.” I can’t even say yes. I feel
bad enough that I can’t face her in person to do this. I have to do
it over the phone and I have to wait for her to help me break up
with her. This is such a disgusting display on my part. Thankfully,
the call ends and I hang up. I feel relieved. Things had been bad
for two months. Michelle, as wonderful as she was at first, is now
quite belligerent and condescending. Then again, I had my future on
track and she didn’t. I break up with her at the time where she’s
at her lowest. And I do it over the phone since I can’t face her.
All I can think of is me. I didn’t even try to address the issues
that may have caused the hostility between us. I have this bleary
feeling that, despite the fact that I just broke up with Michelle,
I still love her. I probably couldn’t have broken up with her had I
gone to her apartment tonight. I feel sick again.

***

Michelle and
her boyfriend walk hand-in-hand down Bank Street. Seeing as how I
am forced to witness their happiness as part of this latest vision,
I follow them. They chat about the weather, Corrine and other inane
things. I can’t see the smile on Michelle’s face but I notice the
spring in her step. They stop at an intersection waiting for the
walk signal. Michelle turns to her boyfriend, grabs his other hand
and whispers something in his ear. Her smile reminds me of the time
when she and I walked downtown one fall afternoon when we first
started dating and she turned to me at this intersection near the
Chateau Laurier. At the moment, I was busy marvelling at the
gleaming copper roof which had just been cleaned in the previous
few weeks. She looked at me with a pleading, brutally honest
look.

“You aren’t
suddenly going to lose interest in me, are you?”

I had never
heard anything so endearing in all my life. She was so honest, so
sincere and so brave to say that. Now, I have to watch her say
similar things to this new guy. Strangely though, I feel some
happiness for Michelle. Yes, we flamed out pretty fast as a couple
and I abandoned her in the most cowardly way right when she hit
rock bottom, but I still wish her well, in a way. I think.

They turn down
a quiet residential street where old brick houses are crowded
together. They saunter up an old wooden porch with peeling grey
paint and proceed into Corrine’s apartment. When they get there,
the boyfriend’s buddy leaves for his hotel in a cab. As soon as
they enter the apartment, they tightly embrace and quickly exchange
a small peck before taking off their shoes. They quickly close the
door behind them but I walk through it anyway, since I don’t exist
and all. Matthew is watching an afternoon hockey game on CBC
between Toronto and Montreal. I check the score and smile. Montreal
is up 2-1 with a minute to go in the third. I would join Matthew on
the couch to catch the rest of the game but I follow Michelle and
her boyfriend into the kitchen while Corrine fixes a giant bowl of
pasta. Corrine calls to Matthew to turn the TV off as supper is
almost ready.

“In a minute C.
The game is almost over.”

“You said that
five minutes ago.”

“Three, two,
one. There you go. It’s done. Want me to turn on the radio?”

“Put it on
X-FM,” Corrine says as she drains the pasta through a large white
plastic colander.

Looking over at
Michelle, Corrine motions her near as her boyfriend edges his way
to the living room to talk to Matthew. Corrine whispers something
to Michelle and points to Matthew. Michelle, always one to liven up
a room, blurts out, “Oh my God!” I see the smile that follows and I
hear her laugh. Her happiness starts to sap any of the happiness I
felt for her.

I watch them
eat and wonder when the revelation will hit me before I get sucked
out of Michelle’s life and thrust into that of another person. The
dinner goes by without incident as does the rest of the evening.
Everyone has a few drinks and shares some tales from university.
Then the radio intervenes with another familiar song. I’m hearing
my band again. This time, it’s a live version of Labour Day that’s
off the just-released rarities disc that Lars put out to finish our
contract with Universal. I hear the crowd roaring and I hear myself
speak.

“This next song
is a song about falling in love,” I say with a slight slur to my
words. This version must have been recorded during the Turn Around
Canada Tour in 2001. The crowd lets out an “Awwww.” I laugh and
continue. “Don’t get too sappy, I dumped her.” The crowd roars with
laughter and cheers. Ingrates just like me. I can’t believe I said
that. I feel horrible since I took the easy way out with Michelle.
I had to brag about something I never did. I never broke up with
Michelle. She let me slither my way out of her life. I hear the
familiar licks of the acoustic introduction and I watch Michelle’s
reaction. Her face is white but no one seems to notice at first how
quiet she becomes. Michelle knows the song is about her and I’m
guessing by her silence that’s she not too pleased with my comments
to the audience. She doesn’t appear angry, only distant. As Matthew
talks to her boyfriend about sports, Michelle only stares out the
front window. Corrine motions to her to follow her to the kitchen
in the back of the apartment.

“Are you okay?”
Corrine asks, although she must know what’s wrong.

“Yeah,” says
Michelle with a restrained sigh. “Even when David and I spoke after
we broke up, he told me the song was going to be the first single.
I was flattered and sad that someone with that type of depth could
ditch me at a low point. I’m still kind of partial to that song. It
makes me think of the good times we had. Then I hear shit like
that. He dumped me. Yeah, right. I haven’t given him a second
thought since I left Ottawa but that kind of brings back some of
the hurt.”

Corrine is kind
to me. She never takes a cheap shot.

“Dave was
different then. He was so wrapped up in that second album and then
it hit and things got out of control. It was probably for the
best.”

Michelle nods
glumly, looking at the floor. I nod as well. My name is Dave.

“Another beer
Meesh? I’m having one.”

Michelle
brightens up and grabs a beer and heads back with Corrine to rejoin
the men. My song is still playing. After it finishes, the
conversation quickly dies down as Matthew and Corrine both start
yawning. After another half hour of small talk, everyone heads to
bed. I can’t bring myself to follow Michelle and her boyfriend into
the spare bedroom. Instead, I stay in the front room, looking out
onto the street and the muck spilling out from underneath the
shrinking snow banks. The apartment is dark, except for the faint
yellow glow of the street light pouring in the front window through
the Venetian blinds. I want to get out of here. I don’t see how
Michelle moving on with her life is supposed to teach me some
lesson. This vision is more useless than the last one. I look at
the clock on the cable box. It reads 2:20. I’ve been sitting here
for an hour, although it seems like a minute in this state of
limbo. Everyone’s been asleep for at least an hour and a half.

I hear the
floorboards in the kitchen creak. Slowly, almost timidly, Michelle
walks out into the front room and sits in the couch across from me.
She draws her knees to her chest and wraps her arms around her
legs. She’s looking outside with that same distant look I noticed
when she heard my song.

She sits there,
staring out the window as if she’s waiting for a taxi. I don’t
remember if Michelle and I ever had this type of quiet time
together. When we were first together, we both had so much to say
since we were amazed at how well we seemed to connect. Towards the
end, we spent a lot of time bickering. I remember one time when we
bickered all the way home from a restaurant to her apartment which
was seven blocks away. She didn’t like the way I poked fun at her
in front of my family. But, we never really had quiet time like
this. The silence is positively intoxicating as I watch her stare
out that window. Just like I did when we went out for Labour Day, I
lose myself in the moment.

“Michelle, I
just want to apologize for what I said about you on that CD,” I
say. I still occasionally forget that no one can hear me.

Michelle
doesn’t budge. Instead, she keeps peering out the window with a
half smile on her face. After a few more minutes, she walks back
into the spare bedroom and quietly comes back into the main room
with a portable CD player. She leans over the side of the couch and
looks through Corrine’s CDs. Near the bottom of a messy stack of
CDs, she carefully pulls one out, making sure not to disturb the
rest of the pile. She opens up the CD and gently places it into her
player. I know which CD it is. It’s our second album, Turn, Turn
Turnaround. She pushes a button three times to skip ahead to
the fourth song. I know it’s Labour Day. I hear the tin-can strains
of the acoustic guitar introduction from her earphones. She opens
up the booklet and turns on a small reading lamp in the corner.
She’s reading the words to the song. She still has that half smile.
I don’t know whether it’s because she’s listening to this. But, the
smile doesn’t fade. She sits there listening to each note and
slowly closes her eyes as she lays on the couch.

The song ends.
Michelle doesn’t stir. I
hear the bouncy title track to the album blast in her ears. She’s
obviously asleep. From the spare bedroom, I can now hear Michelle’s
boyfriend snoring as the door has creeps open. Michelle’s crooked
smile gives way slightly as she falls asleep. Her wavy brown hair
fans out on the couch, some of it still clinging to the nape of her
neck. She looks so peaceful and content. I listen to the words of
the song, still pounding away in her earphones.

 


And so I salute
you

for my turn,
turn

turnaround

And my life
will turn around.

life will turn
around, life will turn around…

 


The lesson hits
me like a sledgehammer. Lying on this couch is the person who
turned my life around right about the time when I was about to give
up on the human race. I had just returned to Ottawa with a broken
heart and very little motivation. I was lonely in a big city and
had few friends. To make matters worse, I drank too much and
lingered around my apartment almost continuously for months. I
thought I would never find love again after my long-time girlfriend
from Waterloo broke up with me. I had one album to my credit that
was already fading fast in the memory of the public. Then I met
Michelle. She didn’t care about anything just as long as I was a
good person. She restored my faith in humankind just long enough to
get me back on my feet and write music for the second album.

I repaid her by
abandoning her at her lowest moment. Sure, we had been fighting for
some time, but it seems so useless now. As I look at her there, it
shames me to recall how I took the easy way out. I’m not so
arrogant as to think that our break-up still affects her. She’s
moved on with her life. She seemed more annoyed than anything
earlier tonight when the song on the radio triggered a memory of
me. Up until I was plopped down into this situation, I hadn’t
thought of Michelle in years either. But what I can’t accept is how
it ended because I know I’m better than that. I know it was for the
best that we went our separate ways but it still doesn’t take away
the sting of knowing I abandoned such a wonderful person because it
was the easy thing to do. I know I’m not going to be a music star
long; that is, if I’m still alive. I do know, though, that having a
caring person in your life who doesn’t judge you can be a lifelong
blessing. I just wish Michelle knew how sorry I am for taking the
easy way out. I wish she could hear me.

Michelle
wriggles around a little and opens her eyes half way. He shuts off
her CD player and gently places it on the floor. She lays back down
and falls asleep again, facing away from me this time. After a few
minutes, I hear her mumble in her sleep. She’s speaking kindly, but
softy. I hear her utter the word “sweetie” which she used so often
with me. The rest is difficult to hear since she’s no longer facing
me. I get up and crouch near her again, to listen more closely. I
can see the half-smile return to her face. She’s no longer talking.
I try to touch her shoulder, but can’t. I wish I could just stay
here and listen to her breathe.

The scene
starts to fade. All I can think of is a few desperate words.

“I’m sorry,
Michelle. Goodbye.”

 


 


 


3.

IT’S A SHAME
ABOUT RAY

 


 


This is far
worse than any hangover. Every time I am plucked out of one
person’s life and placed in another’s, I feel this terrible sickly
feeling. The sickness is hard to describe since I can’t feel
anything tangible in this state of limbo. However, it’s not unlike
having an anvil pushed straight down on your head. I’ve left
Michelle feeling somehow vindicated that Labour Day might bring a
little joy into her life, despite our past. I just want her to feel
special. If that song redeems me just a little bit, whatever this
is I’m experiencing — hopefully not an eternity wandering the earth
– will all be worthwhile. After all, Rock n’ Roll might still be my
salvation. Somehow though, I’m beginning to think that shadowing
all these people I know has nothing to do with my music.

From a coffee
shop in Ottawa, I now find myself on Bay Street in Toronto, I
think. Cold, grey cement and an endless stream of navy and black
pin-striped suits is all I see. Most of them are walking right
through me. You should see this. Being invisible is a much better
trick than David Copperfield could ever envision. Everyone’s
wearing designer sunglasses and talking on their cellphones, except
for the well-placed beggars sitting on the heat exhaust vents from
the towers. The street is a cacophony of barking executives, car
horns and the clickety-clack of professional women in chunky heels.
Seeing as how I never lived in Toronto and only breezed through the
Big Smoke on our tours, I can’t see why I’m here. This time though,
there’s no waiting. Something is just about to happen.

A rag-tag group
of youths turns the corner onto Bay from Front Street. Many are
wearing bandanas around their necks; some have hastily-drawn
placards made of old real-estate signs. One person in the group has
a megaphone. She looks about 20 years old and is wearing black
cargo pants and a white tank-top underneath an unzipped black
winter coat. Her hair is bright yellow, cut short and sculpted with
gel to point in all different directions. When she takes off her
coat; slogans scrawled onto her arms are uncovered reading “Social
housing now” and “G8 is heartless.” She must be leading forty of
those misfits. Many are blowing whistles, some are chanting, but
there doesn’t seem to be any joy among them. Most have the same
solemn look on their faces. They are all walking briskly with a
purpose. Some of their faces are concealed by black hoods. As the
gang proceeds down Bay Street, many of the powerbrokers step to the
edge of the sidewalk, looking at their feet so they can avoid eye
contact. Some execs cross the street. This group inspires fear.
Some protesters are already yelling at the people that cross the
street to avoid them.

“Are you afraid
of the truth sir?” one protester yells at a fleeing executive.

The group
marches for a couple of blocks and sets up shop in front of a bland
glass tower near the corner of Bay and King streets. The group
forms a semi-circle around the building’s glass doors and the young
woman with the megaphone begins to read from a crumpled piece of
paper she pulls from her pants pocket. The group all but blocks the
sidewalk, forcing many people to edge onto the street. Some
protesters attempt to pass pamphlets to them. The leader of the
group finishes reciting whatever she had on her piece of paper. She
puts away her prepared speech and begins to address her
gathering.

“We just want
everyone on this street today to know that, while you’re all busy
making money, there are people living on the streets because your
government refuses to build them affordable housing. In this
building, some government bureaucrats are secretly meeting with
bank executives without your knowledge. They are busy planning
their strategy for the next G8 meeting. We’re here to tell these
people to stop wasting time helping out rich multinational
companies and come out here on the street and find out what it’s
like for homeless people.”

The young woman
starts off fairly diplomatically, but begins to yell herself hoarse
as the crowd cheers more loudly.

“We’re not
leaving until this top-secret G8 meeting is shut down! This is not
a dictatorship. We have a right to know what’s going on. Whose
streets are these?”

“Our streets!”
the group yells. The yellow-haired woman continues to lead the
chanting as some protesters pump their fists in the air. Some spill
out onto Bay Street and attempt to stop traffic. Some try to find
any executive within ear shot and goad them into joining the
chants.

Inside the
building, two security guards race to the entrance of the building,
stand by the lobby doors and watch the protesters carefully. Some
protesters begin to pull on the door handles to try and get into
the building, which is now locked down. A few executives mill
around in the lobby watching the protest. One man looks at his
watch for a long moment and talks away on his cellphone, obviously
late for a meeting. One security guard points to a protester and
yells at him to stop pulling on the door.

“There’s no way
you’re getting in,” he says loudly, but calmly.

“You’re a
goddamn fascist asshole!” screams the protester, shaking a squeegee
in the air. “Fascist! Why don’t you think for yourself instead of
protecting rich fat cats!” The protester swings his squeegee at the
door with all his might, but the squeegee leaves only a scratch and
breaks in two. The security guard takes a step back as the squeegee
hits the glass. When he looks up to see the shaft snapped in two,
he laughs at the protester, then leans in closely to the door to
taunt him.

“You’re going
to have to better than that!” he hollers with a smirk on his face.
The protester tries to boot the door, but is pulled away by three
other protesters before he can land a clean shot. The security
guard shakes his head and folds his arms. More executives spill out
of the elevator into the lobby of the tower. They’re not unlike
animals at a zoo. Most are pacing around not knowing what to do.
Some form a queue around the doors, expecting to be let out. I
watch them from the street with a sense of amusement. For once,
it’s not the protesters who get locked up, but the powers that be.
I don’t pay particular attention to what’s being said outside. As
far as I can remember, my music was never terribly political with a
few exceptions on the first album. I don’t remember being terribly
political, either. After I graduated, I don’t recall hanging on to
my idealism terribly long. I guess it happens to most of us.

A teenage boy
with jet black hair in a tight ponytail, wearing a ratty leather
jacket, bends down to turn on a beat-up ghetto blaster. On the back
of his jacket, I see a makeshift anarchy symbol pinned on and a
Misfits embroidered patch. He takes an old black cassette tape out
of his jacket and puts it in the tape tray. A very rough punk-style
song erupts from stereo. The song starts with some
thick-as-molasses distorted power chords. The first couple of
lyrics are hard to hear, but I know the tune.

 


A cacophony in
flames

and it makes
you think

What if it were
us

standing on the
brink

 


The protester
nods his head to the song, my song. The protesters continue to
chant over top the song, but many begin to chant along with the
chorus of the song.

 


What would you
do

if it were
you.

 


I wrote the
lyrics to that song and recorded the demo with Epic before we even
made our debut album in 1999. We recorded the song as a joke
because we wanted to make light of the so-called “serious” punk
bands that always seemed to be in search of the next cause. The
lyrics were serious, though. I remember writing them after being
deeply distressed after coming back from a geography lecture about
the shrinking rain forest in Brazil. I wrote the lyrics in 1996,
but by the time we recorded the demo in late 1998, the words didn’t
mean much anymore. I was disillusioned with the people I saw on
campus that would take up any mantle that was popular and openly
criticize anyone they saw as enemies to that cause. I even used a
fake British accent when singing the song, like Green Day’s lead
singer does, to further mock the “serious” punk movement.

I’m pleased
that I can remember writing the words to the song since it’s my
first pre-1999 memory I’ve experienced in some time, I’m guessing.
I can’t remember what we called the song, but the title was
something silly. It’s ironic though, that our spoof has now been
turned into a serious protest song by a teenager who was likely
playing video games in his parent’s basement when I recorded that
song. I always wanted my music to make a difference, but I never
thought it would be used to bolster the efforts of a group of G8
protesters who don’t even seem to know what the G8 is. After the
song ends, the teen with the black ponytail pulls out a handful of
bright yellow pamphlets with the title, What would you do if it
were you: The truth about your government’s priorities. He
attempts to hand them out to the few pedestrians that haven’t
crossed the street to avoid the protest. I don’t know what’s worse,
having my music piped into a Second Cup to help sell coffee or
having a goofy demo used to help bring down Western society. I
don’t recall releasing that song other than on the few thousand
demo tapes we sold, but I’m sure it made its way onto the Internet
at some point.

As the chants
continue to grow louder, fewer and fewer executives make their way
down one side of Bay Street. One block of the street is all but
empty with the exception of the forty protesters that have cornered
executives in the tower. After my punk song is finished, the group
begins to chant more cohesively. A teenage girl with bright teal
shoulder-length hair places a blue plastic milk crate on the
sidewalk. The protest’s leader in the white tank-top turns over her
megaphone to a clean-cut man who looks to be about my age when I
was still alive or conscious. He has olive-coloured skin, black
hair parted to the right and wire-rim glasses. He’s wearing a beige
winter coat and a red and black scarf. He takes to the improvised
soap box and addresses the crowd.

“My name is
Alex and I am here to extend to you the local NDP youth movement’s
best wishes. The work you’re doing here today is very important.
Instead of relying on the right-wing media, you have sought out the
truth with your own eyes and ears. There is indeed a top-secret
meeting going on in there that should be discussed with the
Canadian public. The only way we can begin to address the growing
disparity between the rich and poor is to stand together in
solidarity and shut meetings like this down.”

The crowd
cheers and claps wildly. The speaker continues to address the
protesters, but stops for a second when a police cruiser slowly
makes its way down the street, stopping directly across from the
protesters. Most turn around and begin to jeer the police officers
in the car. The officer in the driver’s seat doesn’t get out.
Instead, he stays in his car talking to his partner. The car’s
lights are flashing, but the two officers just watch.

“Keep talking
Alex!” one of the protesters yells. “Don’t let the fascist cops
stop you!”

“We’re not
going to let the police faze us,” Alex says to cheers. “Our battle
lies with the powers that be at Queen’s Park and in Ottawa. Police
officers are merely pawns.”

“I just want to
say finally that—” the speaker nearly falls off his platform and is
caught by two protesters. A tall, slender man in a suit tries to
make his way through the crowd by going through the middle of it. I
can’t tell whether he’s bold or just plain stupid. The man is
wearing a dark blue suit with an open black trench coat, which
flaps as he whizzes through the pack. He has a hard-shelled
briefcase in his right hand.

“Hey, watch
it!” yells Alex.

“Sorry,” the
tall man mumbles back with his head half turned, as he tries to
snake his way through the crowd.

“What the fuck
is your problem?” a teenage boy with spiked red hair snarls,
pushing the executive off stride. Surprisingly, the exec extends
his right hand with the briefcase toward the protester and
stiff-arms him back a few steps. Across the street, the two
officers quickly get out of the car. Down the street, three more
cruisers turn quickly onto Bay Street with sirens flashing. A truck
that looks like a paddy wagon follows the cruisers. The protester
with the red hair grabs a fistful of the executive’s coat and hangs
onto it as he tries to walk away. The executive finally turns and
forcefully pushes the protester down with both arms.

“Get away from
me,” he says tersely and turns to walk away. The protesters
watching the confrontation call the executive names, but don’t
follow him. The red-haired protester clenches his jaw and gets up
from the pavement. He takes three steps toward the executive,
lunges, grabs him around his torso and tackles him to the
ground.

The protesters
rush around the two, most cheering for their friend. The two
wrestle on the sidewalk trying to gain an advantage. The executive
swings his arm around and elbows the protester square in the nose.
The protester yelps in pain and begins to bleed around the steel
hoop nose ring by his left nostril. The two continue to struggle on
the ground, neither being able to land a punch. The protester spits
in the executive’s face, spewing blood over his white dress shirt
and crimson tie.

“You fucking
asshole,” he says between grunts.

“Fuck off, you
little shit,” the executive replies as he tries to get his right
hand free.

The two
officers across the street push protesters out of the way to get
between the combatants. The three other cruisers screech to a stop
around the protesters gathering spot. Some protesters circle the
cruisers and attempt to block the officers from getting out. One
person warns the others to watch out for pepper spray. Some
protesters don balaclavas. The man with the megaphone on the milk
crate hands it over to the protest leader with the white tank top.
She appeals for calm.

“We are not
here to start a fight! Everyone stay calm. We are breaking no
laws!”

The protesters
push and shove with police. Many put on bulky goggles. More sirens
can be heard from a nearby intersection. The street is blocked off
at King Street. Some officers in black tactical unit uniforms walk
in a line towards the protest from King Street. The protester with
the broken squeegee again begins kicking at the office tower’s main
entrance with the heel of his right boot. On his fourth try, his
knee-high Doc Marten shatters the door. Executives in the lobby of
the building scamper toward the elevators. The security guard kicks
away the remaining glass and wraps his arms around the protester,
making his arms useless. The protester thrashes around wildly and
kicks at the air repeatedly. The guard drags him into the building
while the other security guard steps in front of the broken door
and fends off three more protesters. The trio attempts to retrieve
their friend but can’t fit through the space where the door was.
The protester who broke the door is trying to wriggle free on the
marble floor in the building’s lobby. A tactical unit officer
breaks out of his column and picks up two of the protesters by
their hoods and flings them to the sidewalk, away from the
shattered door frame. The third protester backs away from the door
as the tactical officer quickly lays his hand on his baton. Before
he draws it out, the protester takes a step back and warns him not
to hit him. The tactical officer hops over the pool of broken glass
into the building and handcuffs the flailing protester who looks
like a flopping fish out of water that’s struggling to breathe.

On the
sidewalk, the executive and the protester who were fighting are
separated, but the police continue to struggle with other
protesters. One protester begins to run down the street after
kicking out a police cruiser’s left headlight. Most of the
protesters fan out away from the broken glass door and the area
where the two combatants are. As order is restored, one officer
yells that the group is going to be arrested for an illegal protest
if it doesn’t stop blocking traffic and disperse.

Some pushing
and shoving continues and insults are directed at the police, but
the group eventually concedes. I watch the now-bloodied Bay Street
executive being led into a police cruiser to the cheers of
protesters. He looks familiar. The officer speaks to him in a
hushed tone. The executive gets into the back of the cruiser.
Chants of “What would you do, if it were you?” begin again. The
ghetto blaster is lying face down on the curb, one of its speakers
dented. The yellow pamphlets entitled What would you do if it
were you blow across the street. I decide to follow the
executive in the cruiser. I know I’m not here to witness my song
become an anthem for anti-globalization forces, so I’m confident
this guy is the one I have to watch. He’s familiar to me, but I
still can’t remember anything about him yet. The car pulls off down
Bay Street away from the protest. The protesters continue to chant
my lyrics from the paddy wagon.

***

May, 1999

I can hardly
contain my excitement as we make our way to the Horseshoe Tavern in
Toronto, although I maintain a calm exterior. For the first time in
a while, none of us has anything to say to each other. We’re all
caught up in our own thoughts. Lars sits in the passenger seat of
the van, with his legs propped up against the dash. He’s got his
arm hanging out of the window as he gazes at the planes taking off
from Pearson Airport. Steve, Eric and I share the back seat in
front of our jam-packed road gear. I’m behind Lars, trying not to
think about what I’m going to say to the audience. After all,
playing small gigs around the Waterloo campus was one thing. Now,
we have a record deal, a debut album and fans that actually don’t
need to be dragged to our shows. We have a single playing on the
mighty CFNY in Toronto. Now’s the time to build an audience, our
manager tells us, since the school year’s over and the summer
touring season is about to begin. I try not to think that far
ahead. I just want to sound okay at the Horseshoe.

Eric is seated
in the middle. He’s listening to his CD player and it sounds like
he’s getting back into Megadeth. He occasionally taps his hands
against his knees to the beat. Otherwise, he’s pretty quiet too,
which is weird for him considering he’s usually the jester. During
one of our first gigs at Waterloo, I remember Eric yelling to the
crowd that now was the time where he was going to recreate the drum
solo from Iron Butterfly’s Ina-godda-devita. The crowd laughed but
Eric promptly launched into a solo just the same and kept it up for
a minute before he yelled at me, “Let’s do War Pigs.” I laughed and
asked the audience if they want to hear the old Sabbath tune. I got
a mixture of cheers but mostly confusion. I did my best Ozzy
impression. Eric has that effect on me. The crowd appreciated the
tune.

Steve is
sitting behind our manager Tony who’s driving. Of course, Steve is
busy reading some book about guitar techniques. I’m no expert on
the guitar. In fact, getting the rhythm sections down is hard
enough. But, Steve is another sort. The music seems to come so
easily to him. He’s always picking up new tricks from the songs he
hears, yet, he always ends up coming up with an original sound. I
don’t understand why he needs to read about how to play since he
can rip it up already. But, he’s also a perfectionist. His
nitpicking pushed back our first album about a week since he was
never happy with his sounds. He drove us nuts, but we didn’t argue
with the end results. The album is already a hit and Steve has been
earning raves for his work. He seems to take it all in stride.
Considering he’s only an occasional pot smoker and drinker, Steve
sounds more like Tommy Chong than anyone I know. Yet, he’s not
constantly searching for words or trying to recall lost memories.
He’s a mellow, yet incredibly articulate, guy who simply sounds
like a stoner. He even looks the part of a rocking stoner, with his
John Lennon glasses. If ever there was someone who was born to be a
musician, it’s Steve.

Tony breaks up
the silence.

“Okay, guys.
When you get there, remember to act like you have a hit. Don’t get
caught up in it like you’re Oasis or anything, but don’t go up
there and apologize for your set. The place is sold out so go in
there and let ‘em have it. I know some folks from Sonic Unyon will
be there too, so no label-bashing.”

“Tony, we
haven’t even seen our first royalty cheques yet. I hardly think
we’re going to trash our label before they even begin to underpay
us.”

“Yeah, but I’m
not just talking about the Unyon reps, Dave. I’m talking about the
big label reps. They’ll be there I’m sure.”

Great. More to
worry about. Tony goes on dispensing advice but I tune him out. I’m
thinking about the gig and how I hope not to forget my lyrics. Over
the radio, I hear the deejay talk about the concerts in town this
evening. Tony turns up the radio.

“We’ve also got
a show tonight from this hot new band. You may have heard of them.
Epic is their name and they’ll be playing the Horseshoe. Don’t
bother with tickets though. The place is sold out. But, if you’re
not going to the show, keep listening to the Edge because we’ll be
speaking with Epic’s lead singer Dave Perrin this afternoon at our
street-level studio at 228 Yonge Street, so drop on by.”

“Tony, you
didn’t say I was doing a radio interview.”

“Sorry Dave.
You’re doing a radio interview.”

Lars and Steve
laugh. Eric is still drumming away to his music.

“When am I
supposed to be there Tony?”

“As soon as we
unload our stuff, I’ll drive you there.”

The deejay
spins our first single, Every Single Day. This is the first time
we’ve all been in the same place when our song was playing on the
radio. Eric takes off his headphones after I nudge him. A sly smile
creeps onto his face. Steve just nods his head to the beat and
gives me the thumbs up. Lars raises his arms and gives the rest of
the traffic on the 401 the Rock n’ Roll salute.

“Hello
Toronto!” he yells. “Hello Toronto! We come in peace!”

This should be
comforting to me but it’s not. I’ve got a strange feeling about
this show.

***

“What’s going
to happen to me?” the Bay Street executive asks the officer rather
sheepishly.

“Well, I think
the protester said he was going to press assault charges. He won’t
get anywhere since we saw what happened. He definitely provoked you
and attacked you. Still, I think you can expect a court date.”

“I was just in
the wrong place at the wrong time. I bumped into one of those kids
and this other one just loses it. I wasn’t out to pick a fight. I
was so wrapped up in my work I was oblivious to what was going
on.”

“I know that,”
says the officer. “People get caught up in this stuff more and
more. These protesters are beginning to get this huge chip on their
shoulders. It’s getting harder for us to handle.”

“I’ll bet,”
says the executive. “I can’t remember the last time I’ve been in a
fight. It must have been high school gym class.”

“That sounds
pretty typical,” says the officer. He smirks a bit as he looks in
his rear view mirror.

All of a
sudden, the name Ray pops into my head. I know this guy from high
school. His name is Ray. He was one of the unfortunate few that was
even lower in the social pecking order than me. I remember striking
up a conversation with him in Grade 9 math class when I noticed him
being bullied. He had just been taunted by our grade’s resident
bully, Shane. The thing about Shane that I hated so much was that
he would never punch you in the face and get it over with. Instead,
he would make you the centre of attention in front of a large group
and make fun of you with a pointed verbal jab that rarely missed
the mark. In Ray’s case, there was no shortage of targets. Ray was
so thin, you’d swear he could be blown away by a slight breeze as
if he was an autumn leaf. He was awkward as well. He wore braces,
had a freakishly long neck (my friends secretly called him Elevator
Neck) and very little athletic skill. In other words, he was pretty
normal for a high-schooler – plenty of undeveloped potential just
like the rest of us.

After Shane
finished his verbal assault, I assured Ray that Shane was a punk. I
was trying to make a genuine effort to help Ray, but it tended to
backfire on me. Before I knew it, I had a charity case on my hands.
Ray would follow me around before school and during lunch break.
Lacking in any meaningful popularity myself, I could barely afford
to lose my tenuous hold on what little respect I had by being seen
with Ray. I look back at my reasoning and can do little but just
shake my head. Most teenagers in my position would have done the
same, but I came to think of myself as being someone special when
my music career developed. But now, looking at Ray, it seems that I
was just lucky. I was no better than anyone else. I still feel bad
for Ray looking at him now. He seemed to be minding his own
business and now he’s been arrested. The only thing that prevents
me from feeling worse is his suit. It’s worth at least $500. Ray
obviously rose above his prescribed place in the social pecking
order and accomplished great things in the business world. Still,
he’s about to be charged for the fight.

I remember the
time when things with Ray and me came to a head. One morning before
school, my friends and I were cruising the halls like we normally
did when someone yelled, “Look out! Here comes Ray!” We all
scurried into the nearest washroom and waited for a minute,
laughing the whole time. When we emerged, we saw him further up the
hall, looking for us at our group of lockers. We were so proud of
ourselves. Later that morning, we were standing around talking to
each other when Ray came up and stood directly behind me. I knew he
was there and I barely turned around to say hey when he said hi to
me. After about a minute of uncomfortable silence and shuffling,
one of my friends asked what we were all wondering.

“What are you
doing here, Ray?” My friend’s tone was unmistakably hostile.

Ray, rather
uncomfortable at the question, said with dwindling certainty, “I’m
Dave’s friend.”

I remember some
of my friends looking down at their feet at the comment and some
trying to stifle their laughter. I didn’t dare turn around when he
said it. I knew everyone was waiting for me to say something or do
something. Instead, I did nothing. Ray continued to stand outside
our circle. No one dared to let him in. The bell rang to start the
school day. Ray walked away and he never really followed me around
after that. My pitiful social standing was maintained but it came
with a price – my honour.

Ray peers out
the window at the streets of downtown Toronto. He pulls his
cellphone from his trench coat and begins to check for messages and
then quickly puts it away after half a minute. He pulls a crumpled
piece of yellow paper out of his coat pocket. The scrap is a piece
of the flyer the protesters were trying to give away. The front
reads, “What would you do if it were you?” In smaller print it
reads, “Words of wisdom from musician, artist and activist Dave
Perrin of Epic. The song is a reminder to us that we have a duty to
seek out injustice and give a voice to those who have no voice.”
The flyer goes on, giving some sort of false meaning to my song.
Ray chuckles as he reads this and rips the paper in two before
shoving it back in his pocket. He shakes his head ever so
slightly.

The car pulls
into a police precinct. Ray gets out and is brought into the
building by the officer. One piece of the yellow paper he shoved in
his jacket pocket now hangs precariously from his pocket opening
and falls to the ground. Ray sees it fall and continues to walk. He
turns his head slightly and spits out some blood. It looks like he
was aiming at the piece of paper, but I’m not sure.

***

May, 1999

I’m the last
one to take to the cozy stage at the Horseshoe. Even as I make my
way to the stage, I can hear the hoots and hollers of drunken
university frat boys. I can also hear what I think is an occasional
shriek. I get to the stage and stand squarely behind the microphone
as if it were a pulpit. I give a half wave and a smile, not able to
croak out a hello. I look back at Steve who has this utterly calm
grin on his face. He asks me if I’m ready and I tell him to hit it.
I look back at Eric. He’s like a jack-in-the-box that’s just been
sprung. He looks as if he’s chopping down a tree the way he’s
hitting his kit. Lars is practicing his mock rock-star sneer on
some women in the front row. The symphony has begun. Epic sounds
great. I turn around and see people nodding their heads and swaying
to the beat. I take a half step to the microphone and focus on the
back of the audience. I surprise even myself with the sound that
comes out of me. I begin to belt out the words to our first single
with ease.

 


Every single
day

we fight our
battles

Every single
day

I fight my
own—

Every single
day

I bear my
crosses

 


The fans are
eating this up. They cheer loudly when I finish the first verse.
Already, I’m stomping my right foot and wringing the microphone
stand like it’s a rubber chicken. My confidence is sky high. Steve
has never sounded better. I look back at him. He’s gently swaying
to the rhythm and nodding his head like he knows something. He
looks over at me and smiles. I continue:

 


Every little
thought

It tries to
destroy

every little
gain

I’ve made from
it

 


The crowd is
young. I see mostly university students, some of whom I recognize
from our first few gigs in Waterloo. I’m even more encouraged by
the reaction of people I don’t recognize. I feel this enormous rush
to be getting this reaction from the crowd. I feel this incredible
release after all the anxiety leading up to this gig. I see Tony in
the back of the crowd chatting to some guy in a trendy black
leather coat and sunglasses. My guess is he’s the record-label suit
we were warned about, although he doesn’t look the part of a suit
at all. I shift my focus to some of the women near the front of the
crowd and I launch into the lead-up to the chorus.

 


A very little
curse

is what minds
are

Every little
thought

that takes me
out

 


Steve’s guitar
licks, which are wasted on a punk-style song like this, rise to a
crescendo as I begin to jump around. I take every ounce of anxiety
I had before the show and let it out during the chorus. I hear
people singing along. This is the greatest feeling.

 


But it can’t
beat me

You can’t beat
me

‘cuz every
single day

I’m fighting
you

every step of
the way

 


This is such a
weird moment. I remember writing the lyrics to this song when I was
in high school and fighting depression, or what at least felt like
depression. I remember the hopelessness, the days spent watching
television and the inability to wake up refreshed in the morning.
Every day, I tried to snap out of it, but it took time, like
everything else in life. I was so sad then. And I’m so happy now.
Circle of life, I guess.

As the song
continues, I see a face near the middle of the crowd that stands
out among the faceless frat boys. He’s easily one of the taller men
in the bar and he’s got his arms folded and a wide smile plastered
on his face. I think that might be Ray from my high school in
Ottawa. I knew he was at York University. I remember meeting
another friend from high-school on the train a few months back. He
told me all about Ray and how his life changed the moment he left
our high school after Grade 10. His parents sent him to a private
school in Toronto, my friend told me. After that, he went to York
and planned to study law or go into business. I remember feeling
genuinely happy for the guy, just like I am now. He looks normal.
He doesn’t look as freakish as he did in high school. He’s still
tall and skinny but it suits him. If only the high-school bullies
could see him now.

Even as I sing
the final parts of Every Single Day, I can’t help but chuckle a bit
looking at Ray. I remember at the end of his Grade 10 year, he was
teased mercilessly because he came to class with toilet paper
hanging out of his pants. Just his luck, it just so happened that
this incident occurred the same day he had to give his speech. I
wasn’t in his English class but the entire school seemed to know
about Ray’s misfortune that day. I can’t imagine you would get over
something like that. Fortunately for Ray, he was gone after Grade
10. When the friend on the train told me that Ray had managed to
scrape by and get into York, I even felt better about the way I
treated him in high school. He seems like he is going to be okay,
seeing him in the crowd tonight. As the song ends, I walk over to
Lars.

“Hey man. Look
at the guy about halfway back. Tall, lanky with the goofy smile.
It’s Ray from high school!”

“Yeah, it is,”
Lars says. He then looks at me with a devilish grin.

The song ends
and crowd erupts. This song is definitely a hit, much to my own
surprise. As the cheering dies down, I begin to introduce the group
and thank people for coming out. Lars interjects.

“If I may,
Dave. Some of you who know us know that Dave and I are from Ottawa.
Well, we’re happy to see a fellow Ottawa native in the crowd, our
good buddy Ray Sherman.”

Ray’s eyes
light up and he pumps his arms in the air and begins to yell. Eric
drums out a quick high hat. This is Ray’s moment and I couldn’t be
happier for him. If this makes up for high school, I’ll play
along.

“Yeah, Ray,
Good to see you buddy,” I say. I bend down to pick up my beer in
front of my microphone and then point it to him. “All right. Who
wants to hear some more music?” The crowd roars, but Lars
interjects again.

“Whoa, whoa,
whoa. Wait a minute Dave. We should mention our good buddy Ray’s
nickname.” I feel my heart sink. Not now Lars. I just got over my
guilt. I try to avoid the inevitable and steer Lars away from the
topic. If only Lars had tact.

“I’m sure no
one cares about Ray’s nickname,” I say, half laughing. Lars is not
deterred by my weak rebuke. “Just like no one cares that your
nickname is Nancy.”

Lars is
determined to make a scene. Damn it.

“Ray Sherman’s
nickname was . . . Shiitake! Wasn’t it shits?” he yells to Ray. I
feel terrible. Ray puts him arms down abruptly and begins to shake
his head. I can tell the smile on his face now is fake. The crowd
roars with laughter and Ray takes a mock bow, trying to save face.
At least Lars didn’t recount the toilet-paper story that earned Ray
the nickname. I want this to end, so I look at Steve and tell him
to start the next song. He does, thankfully. Eric begins to assault
the drums again and Lars begins to plunk the strings of his bass
again. I know Lars didn’t mean to hurt Ray, but I know he did. Just
another scar to add to the list. Ray abruptly leaves the bar,
pushing his way through the crowd before making for the exit. As he
leaves, he turns back and looks at me. Before I begin to sing, I
try to make amends.

“Thanks for
coming out, Ray. There goes Ray everyone. Say bye to Ray.” My
gesture is sincere, but the damage has been done. He saw me
laughing along with Lars, but he didn’t know the laughter was fake.
Once again, he was the nerdy little grade-niner in need of some
support. Once again, I took the easy way out. I begin to bob my
head to the beat of the second song of our set and quickly forget
about the incident. There are too many women in the front row
eyeing me. I have no time to dwell on my guilt. The feeling of
confidence returns.

“Shits has left
the building, folks,” Lars yells as the crowd roars again. I begin
to sing, trying not to think of what just happened.

***

Ray leaves the
police station and hails a cab. I don’t know what went on in there.
I’m not interested in being inside a police station again. I spent
enough time there when we were on our last tour. Once in the cab,
Ray looks out the window at the bustling street. Outside on the
sidewalk, some fruit and vegetable stands are closing up for the
evening. Ray loosens his crimson tie, which is crumpled in several
places. The cabbie is busy talking on his cellphone, so he doesn’t
notice the blood on Ray’s shirt or the rip in his coat sleeve right
by the shoulder. In a way, Ray looks like a street person with his
tattered clothes. He takes his cellphone out of his jacket pocket
and checks for messages again. A few seconds later, he puts it
away. His run-in with the protesters hasn’t cost him any deals, it
seems. He looks fairy relaxed, but distant.

The cabbie
quickly veers to a no-parking zone in front of a row of chic
condos, the ones that are stacked on top of each other. Ray looks
at the fare and gives the driver a twenty-dollar bill without
offering a word. He slowly emerges from the cab and winces a bit.
When he’s out on the sidewalk, he puts down his briefcase and
rotates his right arm a few times like a windmill. He winces a bit
and rubs his right shoulder and heads up a set of stairs. Inside
his condo, Ray flicks on a light and heads to his kitchen, which is
actually just a square piece of a long, narrow room separated by an
L-shaped cupboard and countertop. Ray tosses his keys on the
counter and pushes a button on his answering machine.

BEEP!
“Hi, Ray, honey. It’s mom. We haven’t heard from you in a while,
call me when you get—”

Ray erases the
message before it ends and walks to the far end of the long main
room. He flicks on his television and closes the front blinds
overlooking the street. He switches the channel to Report on
Business Television and lays back on a leather couch. A small white
cat tiptoes into the room and jumps on his stomach. Ray doesn’t
stir and scratches the cat’s head.

The announcer
talks about the protest on Bay Street.

“When we
return, we’ll have an exclusive report about the latest protest on
Bay Street this afternoon that resulted in arrests and this
dramatic fight. We will figure out whether these increasingly
hostile confrontations are having any effect on the markets. Stay
with us.”

In all the
commotion this afternoon, I didn’t notice a camera man across the
street that happened to stumble across the protest. There Ray was
on TV, struggling around with a teenager. Ray sighs and places his
cat on the floor. He turns off the TV and sits up with his head in
his hands. It tears me apart to see him like this. After all the
struggles he must have endured to get where he is, it seems like
Ray is still battling through life. I was lucky. Music was my
ticket out of the bottom of the high-school caste system. Because
of my music, I didn’t have to be an untouchable at university too.
Ray, I’m guessing, sought refuge on Bay Street. From the looks of
his condo, he’s done pretty well for himself, but he’s alone. I
don’t see any photographs of a girlfriend or even of his family,
with the exception of one small wallet sized family photo in the
bottom left-hand corner of his university degree on the wall. The
walls are a stark white. Aside from the degree, there is nary a
thing on the walls. What’s worse about all this is that I don’t
know why I’m here or what I have to do with this.

Ray doesn’t
move. He has his head in his hands and he’s looking at the floor.
His cat is rubbing against his leg but he doesn’t move. He’s just
sitting there. If this was high school I’d tell him not to worry
what other people are going to say, but my support for him didn’t
do any good in high school, so I don’t see what I could do now. Ray
finally moves. He slowly crosses his front room back toward his
kitchen. There, he opens the fridge and pulls out a beer. He twists
off the cap and takes a long swig, emptying half of the bottle.
Even in my wildest days, I could never endure that much carbonation
in one swig. Ray opens the drawer beside his stove and pulls out an
aspirin. I can see where this is going. He’s looking for an instant
buzz. I used to mix beer and Tylenol to get a head start on a
bender. Most of the time, it was very effective, although it
eventually gave me a chronic ulcer. Ray takes four aspirin out of
the bottle and downs them with a beer chaser. This is going to be
one serious buzz, I’m guessing. I usually took two aspirin with a
beer and it was more than enough to get me on my way to
fall-down-on-the-floor drunk. Ray finishes the beer with a violent
third swig, which is about as long as the first. He lets out a
belch and drops the bottle in his sink. He opens the fridge for
another bottle. After he gives the second bottle the same
treatment, he grabs a third and makes his way to the staircase next
to his front room. He slowly climbs the stairs and turns on the
light in a messy den. There are press releases, business memos and
copies of Canadian Business strewn around the floor in
haphazard piles. Ray pulls a book off his bookshelf. The shelf is
one of the few things in the room which appears to be in some type
of order. He pulls out a high-school yearbook from our grade 9
year. He flips to the back of the book where five or so autographs
are etched. For the most part, the back of the book is empty. No
one seemed to care enough to sign his yearbook. Some of autographs
don’t even have a message. I notice one, though, which is in my
handwriting. Ray pulls the book closer to his face to read what I
wrote.

“Hey Ray, What
a year. Have a good summer. Your friend, Dave.”

I’ve written
some crappy lyrics in my day, but that was truly uninspired. At the
very least, it’s not the most original comment I’ve made, but it
beats what some of the other people wrote in his book. I get the
feeling that the protest and the pamphlet have sparked some
memories. Ray looks at the message for another moment and drops the
book on the floor. The book lands with a thud. Ray walks over to
his laptop computer and fumbles to hit the on button. He sits at
his desk and waits for the computer to boot up. His head is
beginning to bob a little bit. He takes a long gulp of his third
beer and lets out another watered-down belch. When the computer is
ready, he clicks on to a file labelled “My music.” He scrolls down
to a song titled Words (Live Ray Mix). The original song is from
our first album. But this is no ordinary MP3. This is another of
those infernal live versions that made its way onto our rarities
release. This is actually the version from that first big show at
the Horseshoe where Lars chased Ray out of the joint. I didn’t even
know the gig was recorded. I listen to the crowd cheering and then
I hear the sound of my own voice.

“Thanks for
coming out, Ray. There goes Ray everyone. Say bye to Ray.”

The crowd
yells: “Bye Ray!” but there’s something the recording picked up
that I never heard from the stage. I hear the sound of a couple of
the frat boys that were in the audience that night near Ray.

“See ya later,
Shitface!” they yell in unison as I continue to laugh a little on
stage. I cringe hearing this for the first time. Now I know why Ray
glared at me when he left in a hurry that night. He had it bad
enough when Lars opened up that old wound when he called him by his
dreaded high-school nickname Shiitake. Then, Ray had to endure more
taunts from a bunch of immature dateless frat boys, whose only
strength that night was their number. On top of that, Ray saw me
laughing at a joke I never heard. No wonder he left so quickly.
Now, every time he plays this MP3, it’s high school all over
again.

I could kill
Lars if I wasn’t in this state. That rarities release is causing me
no end of trouble. I would never have allowed him to release an
infernal collection of B-sides and rarities. He had to include the
track from our first big gig where we traumatized a grown man. Ray
sits in front of his computer for a while and turns the volume of
the song up to full blast. I listen to the song realizing the
irony.

 


Words weigh so
heavy

heavier than
you know

You tell me
something

It means
nothing at the time

 


Ray gets up
from his desk and wobbles a bit. His third beer bottle is empty, so
he drops it on the floor, allowing drops to slosh onto the beige
carpet. He grips the door frame for a moment before wobbling down
the hall. He turns on the lights in his bathroom. The song
continues.

 


And I’ll not go
back

Can’t be where
I was

With just a
couple of words

everything has
changed

 


Ray opens up
the medicine chest and I get this awful feeling. I know what’s
next. Ray pulls out a bottle with a prescription on it. I look at
the label, but it’s a drug I’ve never seen. And it’s not the drug
that worries me. The amount he pours into his hand is what fills me
with tread. He must have twenty or thirty pills in his hand. Ray
closes the medicine chest and looks into the mirror solemnly. The
scene is starting to fade. Damn. It can’t be fading now. Not now.
Whoever is doing this to me, please stop this! I can’t take it.
Please, please, stop. Oh God, make this stop. I know I’ve screwed
up, but it can’t end like this. Ray is one of the good guys. He
deserves better.

 


A word or
two

makes thing
new

 


If only I could
believe in my own lyrics. Ray’s phone starts ringing. He’s looking
away from the mirror now. Ray, pick up your phone, for God’s sake.
Pick it up. Man, I wish you could hear me. Pick it up. Pick up the
phone. Please, man. Pick it up. Oh God. I can’t believe this.

“Ray, pick up
your phone, man,” I say. He doesn’t stir. How come I have to
witness this but I’m not able to do anything? Why can I speak but
not be heard?

 


A word or
two

makes things
new

 


It’s the truth,
Ray. Pick up your phone. The scene is fading fast now. The music
softens. Ray closes his hand with the pills and makes a tight
first. He slowly sinks to the floor and begins to cry
uncontrollably.

 


 


4.

RUNAWAY
TRAIN

 


 


Every time I
fade out of one person’s life and into the life of another, it’s
like I’m waking up from a long restless night. I am aware that I’ve
just experienced something, but I struggle to remember just what it
was I experienced. How do I describe it? I guess it would be like
when you remember a lonely fragment of a dream halfway through the
day. I know that I was just with a high-school friend a moment ago
but I feel more unsettled now than I did when I began my last
journey. The memories will come back to me I’m sure, but for now I
am beginning to see something. I’m in a giant hall with large
gothic windows. The shape of the windows is hard to make out since
the light shining through them is so bright. This looks like Union
Station in Toronto, only the great limestone hall is much longer.
I’m near the front of some line that stretches farther than I can
see. It goes without saying that I’m not sure where I am. The other
people in line aren’t saying much. I begin to look around to see if
there’s someone I recognize here that I’m supposed to be
following.

“Don’t bother
looking for a clock,” says the man in front of me with jet black
hair and a scraggly moustache. He’s looking straight through me,
obviously. I turn around and see a woman with brilliantly blonde
hair standing behind me.

“He’s talking
to you,” she replies, with a hint of annoyance in her voice. Then,
the impossible seems to happen. All the rules that I’ve fought
against in this seemingly endless journey change. I feel someone
tapping me on my shoulder. I can feel my body. Somebody is touching
me. The man with the moustache is tapping me.

“Don’t be
freaked out, man. We’re all in the same boat. I was a little
freaked out when I first got here. I was just getting used to not
being able to talk to anyone.”

I can’t believe
it. He’s talking to me. I’m alive. All of the terrible scenes I
just saw were part of some strange dream. I’m alive. I can’t
believe it.

“Where am I?” I
whisper to the man, not wanting to sound stupid in case this really
is a train station. After all, I could have merely fallen and
bumped my head. Everything I just experienced might have been
flashbacks caused by amnesia. All of these possibilities seem
reasonable enough to assume. The man with the moustache just laughs
at the question.

“If I knew
that, I’d tell ya, my man. No one knows where we are, what we are
and when we are.”

My heart sinks.
Either he’s playing around with me or this might be it. I might not
be alive.

“So, we’re
dead?”

“Can’t even
say. No one knows. The only thing I know is that we’re about to
reach the front of this line and get called into one of those
wickets.”

I’m having
trouble following the rules of this game. First, I’m dropped into
the lives of the people I know and love. I can’t speak to them, but
I sure as hell can see how I’ve messed up their lives. Just when I
think I’ve reached some revelation, I get dumped into another
person’s life and am forced to repeat the process all over again.
What’s worse, I can’t retain many bits of wisdom for very long.
Now, after watching other people live their everyday lives in my
own utter solitude, I find myself talking to a real person again in
a mysterious train station, which could be in Atlantis for all I
know.

“So, how long
have you been here?” I ask the man.

“Eighty years,
five minutes. It doesn’t mean anything. Time and space are just
words here. All I know is I’m here now talking to you and I’m damn
glad to be talking to someone who can hear me.”

“You mean
you’ve been watching people’s lives too?” I ask quietly, not
believing any of this. “You can only watch?”

“I think so. I
have this vague memory that I was in Paradise Valley in Alberta
watching my wife go for a hike. That’s all I remember right
now.”

“We must be
dead,” I say with a sigh. “This is it. I can’t believe it. My life
has led to me being a wandering spirit. All I need is my chains. I
might as well be Jacob Marley.”

The woman with
the brilliant blonde hair taps me on the shoulder.

“You can’t
think like that. You don’t know for sure. You have no proof of
anything. I don’t know if this will help, but I’ve found that
despair only makes things worse. I can barely remember where I was
before I was here, but I know that I don’t have the answers, so
it’s no use giving into your fears. Just wait until you hit one of
those wickets.”

I guess she’s
right; at least I hope she is. I don’t have proof of anything. All
I know is I’m here waiting in a line to reach a wicket. I close my
eyes, which I can feel now, and take a deep breath. I should at
least wait until I get to one of those wickets before I begin to
plan who I’m going to haunt in the afterlife. The line of wickets
must be ten kilometres long. I see no beginning or end to it. All I
know is we must be somewhere near the middle of the row of wickets.
I see the people in the front of the line being taken by escorts
and led down the line of wickets behind a red velvet rope. The
escorts look like Via Rail porters. I don’t know where this train
station begins or ends, either. All I know is that this hall has a
giant arched ceiling and large gables on either side with huge
windows. Bright light shines through the windows. I also swear I
hear some kind of PA system that’s emanating from the windows,
although I can’t understand what’s being said. I’ve been under the
influence of many substances and have had many strange trips, but
hearing windows talk gibberish is new for me. I try not to pay
attention to the talking windows.

“How did I get
to be near the front of the line so quickly?” I ask the man with
the moustache.

“Beats me. I
just turned around and you were there,” he says, before leaning in
more closely. “No offence, but I preferred looking at that blonde
behind you.”

We both
chuckle. I haven’t laughed in ages it seems. I’m glad I’m here.

A woman walks
up to the moustached man and takes him by the right arm. Neither
one of them says anything. The line is moving quite quickly, so it
doesn’t give me all that much time to think. I don’t have time to
be scared, really. I’m still a bit nervous, though. The next escort
comes up to me and takes me by the right arm. She gently guides me
down the long path to my wicket. I look back at the blonde woman
who was behind me. She’s being led the other way. She crinkles her
nose and waves to me. I wave to her with my left arm. I look over
at the woman who’s guiding me to a wicket. She has no name tag on,
so I guess she’s not a Via Rail employee. So much for that theory.
She doesn’t look like an angel or a spirit, but I don’t dare ask
her a question. We continue to walk. I can still hear voices coming
from the large gabled windows near the arched roof. The voices are
growing faint now. As I make my way to the wicket, I notice the
brilliant light that was coming through the windows begins to dim.
The light flickers and dies like a candle at the end of its wick.
Once again, I try to divert my attention from the strange windows.
I glance at my escort who briefly looks up at the windows and slows
her pace a little. When I look up again, it appears to be dusk
outside the windows. The station grows dim. The voices coming from
the windows cease. I’m actually glad as the gibberish diminishes. I
always knew when I was under the influence that anything I was
seeing or hearing was a product of my drug of choice. No matter how
stoned or drunk I became, I was always in control. Hearing voices
coming from the windows only reinforces in me this terrible nagging
thought that I have no control over whatever it is that’s happening
to me. My worst fear is never emerging from this cycle where I’m
constantly dropping in on people’s lives and watching their
suffering.

We continue to
walk. As the voice from the windows fades to a whisper, all I can
hear is the sound of my footsteps, but not those of my guide. She
doesn’t seem to make a sound. She looks to be a foot shorter than
me but she manages to glide between steps with her black high
heels. All this she does without a sound. She never once looks over
at me, even though I’m looking at her. As we walk, I can see an
endless line of wickets, most with people at them. Everyone seems
to be talking in faint whispers because I can’t hear any of them
speaking.

Each person is
talking through the glass to what look to be ticket agents. I’m
wondering if I’m going to some heavenly sports match pitting the
1979 Montreal Canadiens versus the Rocket Richard-era Habs of the
1950s. Guy Lafleur versus Rocket Richard. That would be incredible
to watch, although I don’t know who I would cheer for. Wait a
minute. I don’t think Lafleur is dead. Maybe I’m off to some
heavenly concert. Think of the possibilities: Kurt Cobain, Jimi
Hendrix, Jim Morrison and maybe even a little Jimmy Buffet to add
some levity. Wait, I don’t think he’s dead yet either. I also have
to keep in mind that I might not be dead.



Finally, my
guide stops me in front of a wicket. My escort finally looks at
me.

“David Perrin,
straight ahead,” she says with a lilting, angelic voice.

“Thank you,” I
mutter. She doesn’t smile, but nods her head and turns around to
walk back to where the front of the line is. I look ahead. Five
paces ahead of me, there’s a man with an unruly mop of wavy blond
hair. He has a messy goatee, wiry sideburns and he’s wearing opaque
black sunglasses. He looks a lot like the lead singer of a grunge
band. He’s even wearing a plaid flannel shirt overtop a black
T-shirt which appears to have a STP motor oil logo on it. I walk
toward the booth and feel my heart pounding as loudly now as Eric’s
bass drum during rehearsal. I see people in the wickets on either
side of me but I don’t hear them. There must be some divider
between the wickets. The train station is fairly silent. I step to
the window and look at the man behind the glass who hasn’t moved an
inch. I can’t tell whether he’s looking at me through his
sunglasses.

“David Perrin,
I presume?”

“Yeah,” I say,
wondering how anyone knows me here. “How do you know me? Why am I
here?”

“Not to worry,
man. Everything will be answered in its own time. But, you have to
get one thing straight. There’s just one rule to this process here.
I can’t explain any of this to you,” he says, gesturing his arms
around the wicket, “so try not to ask.”

“Okay, if I’m
not supposed to know what any of this is, can you at least tell me
what’s going to happen?”

“Well, I don’t
know what’s going to happen to you since I’m not privy to that
information either. The system is set up so that I only know what
I’m supposed to and it’s the same for you. What I can say is that
we’re going to talk about your life.”

“So, does that
mean I’m alive?”

“Can’t tell you
that, man. I’m sorry. This is frustrating, I know. It will all make
sense at a given time once you’re out of here, trust me. What I can
say is that you’re here to learn. I’m going to ask you some
questions and that will help us to help you.”

“Okay, I
guess.” The guy behind the glass looks down to some sort of screen
that looks like a hologram suspended in mid air in front of his
stomach.

“All right.
Here we go.”

***

August,
1999

The band’s had
such an amazing summer. The first real gig we had at the Horseshoe
seems so distant now. All we have left is one last train trip to
Toronto for the biggest show of our lives. I never thought I’d be
able to travel this country like I have, but our debut album just
keeps selling. Now, we’re ready to wrap up the summer tour at a gig
with the Headstones, 54-40 and Our Lady Peace. We’re only the
opening act but it’s the Air Canada Centre. We will be playing in
front of thousands of people for the first time. The show will be
our last gig for a while before school starts. Tony has booked us
some gigs on the weekends in the fall, but we all insisted that
we’re staying in school, despite his pleas. We only have a year of
university left but Tony said we need to use the spring of 2000 to
record a follow-up. Despite our successful summer and endless
debauchery, we’re not stupid enough to think that this band is
going to be a decade-long venture or anything — at least not
yet.

Tony saunters
up to us and hands us four Via Rail first-class tickets courtesy of
Universal Music Canada. Universal just picked up the distribution
on our debut record a few days ago and is about to lock us up for
three more, thanks to Tony. We’re all bleary eyed from our
post-concert escapades in the Byward Market these last few days.
The gig at Barrymore’s was incredible. Women were falling all over
themselves to get to us during the show. I went to Barrymore’s many
times in high school, but I never thought I’d be the one that made
women swoon. Tony was quick to tell us that, because of the offer
he received, we had to play this Toronto gig since we owed
Universal. He’s strutting around these days and he’s taken to
wearing expensive suits that show off his linebacker frame. As he
walked toward us with the tickets a moment ago, I saw him extend
his arm out a mile to check his new platinum watch, which was
hiding under his cuff. So subtle, Tony.

“Okay, men.
Let’s go to the Panorama Lounge.”

The first-class
lounge at the Ottawa Train Station is about the only thing that has
any character in this steel and glass building. We all pick up our
bags and tentatively walk through the automatic sliding doors. A
few older businessmen in suits peak at us from behind their papers.
We are not supposed to be here and we know it. I see one of the
execs look at us through his reading glasses, which are perched at
the tip of his nose. Eric is the first to cause a scene.

“How are ya,
sir? We are a rock and roll band,” Eric says, pronouncing each word
so meticulously. “We will be riding together to Toronto, but don’t
worry. We are all fine upstanding gentlemen, despite our
dishevelled appearances.”

The man with
the glasses nods his head and flashes an uncomfortable smile. He
can only mutter a few words.

“Well, good for
you fellows,” he said before getting up and making his way to the
table with the coffee pot.

“Eric, try and
behave,” Tony whines.

We all sprawl
on the couches in the lounge. Lars lies back for about a minute
before he begins to nod off. Steve grabs the Arts page of the
Ottawa Citizen to check out a puff piece they wrote
about me and Lars, the hometown boys that have made Ottawa proud. I
have a copy in my suitcase, but I’m trying not to gloat about the
story. Eric is talking to Tony about the specifics of the
first-class ticket.

“We get free
booze with dinner, man. Sweet! That stuff costs so much in
coach.”

“Don’t get
liquored up on the train, Eric. You gotta be sharp tomorrow.”

“Yes,
Godfather,” Eric says in his best Marlon Brando voice.

As Eric and
Tony chat away, I simply sit back and enjoy a moment’s peace before
tomorrow’s craziness in Toronto. I close my eyes for a moment but I
feel like someone’s watching me. I glance to my right and I notice
this woman staring at me. Through the summer, I’ve become used to
women looking at me. I accept this but don’t necessarily enjoy it.
I don’t know why I feel so ambivalent about all this attention
because I always dreamed of it when I was a nobody in high school.
This woman holds up the Arts section and smiles at me slyly. I know
this woman. She was in my history class at the University of
Waterloo last year.

“Dave, come on
over a minute,” she says quietly, letting each word fall off her
bottom lip with such elegance.

I muster enough
energy to pull myself out of my crater on the couch and swagger
over, a little intimidated. I don’t show it though. I run my hand
through my suddenly long hair. I’ve never let my hair grow past my
shoulders, but it’s getting close now. I don’t know what to say, so
I play it safe.

“I know you.
You were in my history class at Waterloo.”

“Yeah, I was,”
she says with a slight chuckle.

“What are you
doing in here?”

She looks just
about as conspicuous as me. Unlike all the middle-aged suits with
greying hair, this woman is a Holt Renfrew ray of light.

“Well, if you
must know, I got a job with the government and I’m just heading
home for a while,” she says, before not so subtly eyeing me from
head to toe.

“You’re with
your band, I see. I saw you at Barrymore’s this week. You guys have
really improved since your first concert at the Bomb Shelter.”

“Thanks.”

I am trying to
figure out who she is. I remember her from one of our first gigs,
but it must have been a particularly hazy alcohol-fuelled evening.
Still, it doesn’t matter. She looks incredibly stunning. She is
wearing a black pants-suit with barely discernable pin stripes.
Underneath her blazer, she has a grey silk blouse on. When she
breathes deeply, I can see the light dancing off the creases in her
blouse. She’s wearing her deep drown hair up and has shiny red
lipstick on.

“You remember
me, don’t you?” Uh oh. This could be ugly. Her name is in my
alcohol-soaked brain somewhere. Sara, that’s it.

“Of course I
do, Sara,” I say with mock certainty. She smiles slyly again and
sinks into the couch further.

“You son of a
bitch,” she whispers. “Good fucking save, Dave.”

“Contrary to
what you’re thinking, it’s not that I forgot your name because I
have a groupie every night. It’s because I was drinking a lot that
night when we—” I end my thought there.

What a night it
was with her. She was almost enough to make me forget about my poor
girlfriend who didn’t know. I don’t tell Sara, though, that our
little fling was only one of three I’ve had since this rock thing
started. I’m trying to keep up a persona of a rock star, but I
truthfully feel a lot of guilt for each fling and I wish my
girlfriend would wise up and dump me. Sara brings out the worst in
me. I see her and I turn into this strange mix of the seven deadly
sins. She was like a drug that night and I couldn’t get enough.
What was even more surprising about that night was that we hardly
talked after it was over. For me, it was because I was ashamed. For
Sara, I think it was just a night to blow off some steam. For both
of us, it was convenient. No explanations necessary for either of
us. I didn’t tell her that she was my first fling.

“So, you must
have had a great summer,” she says.

“It was pretty
wild. I think the band has really made some headway.”

“I’ve had a
good summer as well. I’m glad to be out of school and into the
working world. I needed some structure. Too much partying at
Waterloo.”

“I know what
you mean. It’s been a real grind this summer at times. Not that I
don’t love hanging out with three guys and a manager all summer,
but it’s sure nice when I can talk to people like you.”

I feel stupid
complaining about the band’s success, but it just doesn’t seem to
be what I thought it would be. The guilt I feel because of my three
flings, the endless hours chasing the horizon on some desolate
highway and the constant stink of being around four men have begun
to bother me. No one told me what happens after you take your bows
and say goodnight to a screaming throng.

Sara smiles as
I complain. She bites her lip and motions me closer with her index
finger. Like a sucker, I come closer.

“Follow me,”
she whispers in my ear before biting it gently and softly.

She gets up and
straightens out her suit and grabs my hand. We walk into a little
hallway leading to the ladies room.

“Wait here a
sec,” she says quietly.

She opens the
door gingerly and peaks inside. She then grabs me by the hand and
pulls me in with unexpected force. She pushes me to the wall by the
sink and locks the door behind her, smiling the whole time. She
unbuttons the front of her blazer and slips her hands around my
neck. Her scent is intoxicating. For a moment, I forget about the
band, the summer, the upcoming school year and grab Sara gently
around her waist. I pull her close to me. I kiss with the urgency
of a soldier heading off to war. I’ve been sucked in again. She
pushes me back again, tilts her head back and gently takes my hands
and runs them down her chest. She arches her back and looks to the
ceiling. She sighs deeply.

***

“Okay, if we
can stop daydreaming about liaisons we had in train station
washrooms, we’ll get started,” says the guy in the wicket. Talk
about a splash of cold water.

“You’re
good.”

“Hey, it’s my
job, man. But, seriously, try to clear your mind for the work ahead
of you. Are you ready then? Okay, Question Number One: Have you
ever been in love? If so, how many times?”

“Once, I
believe.”

“Good, good,”
he says, looking at his screen.

“Question
Number Two: Who is your best friend?”

“That would
have to be Lars.”

“Okay. Question
Number Three: Do you think you can change the world through your
music?”

“Man, this is
getting weird. What kind of question is that?”

“Hey, c’mon.
Play along here. You have a passion for music but did you enter
into it with the feeling that you could make a difference?”

“Yes,” I say
with an annoyed sigh.

“What happened
to this belief?”

“I don’t know
what happened. I got caught up with the life.”

“We’ll explore
that more deeply in a minute. All right, Question Four: Do you want
another chance?”

“At what?”

“Yes or
no.”

“Do I want
another chance? Does this mean I’m alive?”

“Yes or
no.”

“This is crazy.
I don’t know what you’re asking me.”

The man in the
wicket sighs and takes off his glasses and looks at me through the
glass with a menacing look. He speaks slowly.

“Do you want
another chance? Yes or no.”

“Yes.”

He looks at me
for a second and puts his sunglasses back on. He looks at the
hologram screen in front of him and reads an incoming message. He
looks up at me again and takes off his sunglasses.

“Let’s get this
straight again. You are not to ask another question about whether
you’re alive or not. No more questions about what all of this is.
What you need to do is think of what you want. Think of it now and
focus on what you want.”

“Okay. I
will.”

I close my eyes
and think of the only thing I could possibly want. I don’t want a
comeback. I don’t necessarily want my life back. I don’t want to
see all the pain in the world, especially the pain I caused. I
don’t want anything but redemption. I don’t care what form it
takes. I’m already so tired of this state of limbo. I’m tired of
the suffering. I’m tired of the sadness. I’m tired of examining
myself. I’m tired of being me. I open my eyes. The guy behind the
glass has his sunglasses back on again.

“Okay, man. Now
we got the ground rules straight, we can proceed. If you’re ready,
then close your eyes again and think of your wish.”

I shut my eyes
tightly and think of how nice it would be to end this suffering and
be at peace. To be in a Leonard Cohen afterworld so I can sigh
eternally, just like Kurt Cobain wished for in his song Pennyroyal
Tea. If death is my fate, fine. If I’m alive, fine. I don’t fear
either anymore. In particular, I know I haven’t feared death in a
long time. I just want redemption, however it happens. I just want
to know that it’s okay that I screwed up and let people down.

The guy from
the wicket tells me to open my eyes. I open them to find myself in
some sort of office. My guide is sitting behind a large oak desk in
a big black leather office chair. The office is wide and there are
books on every wall. There are two tall narrow windows behind the
desk. I can’t really see what’s outside the office since it’s dark
out. I can see what appear to be stars. I notice a tan coloured
leather lounge chair beside me just like the ones you see in a
psychiatrist’s office on television. I fall into the chair and rest
my feet. I feel suspiciously at peace.

“You said you
initially thought you could change the world through music,” he
says, looking through a file. He still has his sunglasses on when
it hits me who he is.

“You mind if I
ask you a question unrelated to my status?” I’m not sure if I’m
treading lightly here, but he looks like one of my rock idols.

He considers my
request a moment before responding.

“You can ask me
a question, yes,” he says.

“Are you Layne
Staley?”

“Am I Layne
Staley,” he says gripping his goatee. “You are the first person to
ask me that. I can answer your question with another. Who is Layne
Staley?”

“You know, the
lead singer of Alice In Chains, the seminal grunge group from
Seattle that was eclipsed in popularity only by Pearl Jam and
Nirvana. A damn shame too, since your band was better.”

“You seem to
know a lot about music. That’s good. Considering your occupation,
that could mean you had passion for your craft. You still seem to
have that passion.”

“Yeah, music
was my life, but you didn’t answer my question.”

“Yeah, your
right,” he says chuckling. He pauses a moment and fiddles with a
ring on his left hand. “Okay, Dave. Here’s what I can tell you. You
don’t know where you are or what any of this is that you’re
experiencing. Yet, through all your lost memories and experiences
shadowing people’s lives, you ask me if I’m Layne Staley. Look at
it this way: if you see Layne Staley in front of you, then tell
yourself that you’re talking to Layne Staley if it makes it easier.
Your brain is often influenced by your heart, but the more you use
your brain right now, the easier it will be for you to come up with
answers that will help you. So, guard your passion for music and
trust your intuition, but don’t give in to despair. Passion only
works if you have reason to support it and back it up. So, if your
brain is telling you I look like Layne Staley, then I probably am.
But, be careful. Even if I am Layne Staley, it has no bearing on
whether you’re dead or alive. My role here is totally separate from
yours.”

“You look like
Staley and you speak like him so I know you are him,” I say. “I’m
beginning to understand the rules now. You’re Layne Staley and you
died of a heroine overdose a few months back, but just because
you’re here counselling me, it doesn’t mean I’m dead and it doesn’t
mean I’m alive either. My goal here is to learn the things I need
to in order to achieve my wish and that’s all there is to it.”

Layne smiles
widely. “Excellent work grasshopper. You’ve got it now.”

“So, can I call
you Layne?”

“You can call
me whatever you like, man. Remember, use your brain and don’t give
in to emotion. There’ll be a time for that.”

I wish I would
have been able to prepare for this meeting when I was alive or
conscious. I always thought Alice In Chains was one of the best
bands around and I really admired Layne for his heartfelt vocals
and his amazingly creepy delivery. Now, here’s my idol sitting
behind a large oak desk counselling me. I wish I could ask him
about the band and the amazing album Dirt that helped me to
cope in high school.

“So, let’s
continue. You said you thought you could make a difference. When do
you think this changed for you?”

I feel this
strange sensation. I feel like I’ve had a head cold for years
that’s just cleared up. My entire life’s memories have returned. I
can remember my childhood in Ottawa, all my years in Waterloo and
my band’s run to the top of the charts. I feel so free.
Finally.

“I’m sorry.
I’ve just had this flash.”

“It’s your
memory returning. It’s one of the benefits of being here. You get
your memories back. Don’t get your hopes up, though. There’s no
guarantee that they won’t disappear again. So, my question, when
did you stop thinking you could make a difference?”

“The problem I
think started when we began touring. I always thought the songs
came out honest. I meant every lyric I wrote. It’s just that people
didn’t always connect with the music. I would do a show and it
seemed like no one was listening to the message. All they cared
about was a chorus they could remember and a beat they could bob
their head to. I remember our first show at the Bomb Shelter in
’99. It hit me instantly.”

“Wait a minute,
before you go on. I want you to close your eyes as soon as I’m done
talking. When you do close your eyes, you won’t remember this
office at all. I want you to concentrate on that first concert.
Close your eyes.”

***

March, 1999

I’ve never had
a school day that’s lasted so long. I sat through an English
lecture right beside the clock. The old behemoth didn’t tick but it
let out this strange buzzing sound. After a while, I stopped
looking at the clock for fear that the hands would start moving
counter-clockwise. The day has been that long. I couldn’t really
concentrate, needless to say, since I was mentally preparing for
our first gig.

Now, I’m
adjusting the mike stand and looking around the room nervously. I’m
trying to remain cool, but my hands are shaking. I can barely
handle the mike. I don’t know why I’m so nervous. Many of the
people here are people I’ve met since coming to Waterloo. But, it’s
not my friends I’m worried about, though. I’m anxious because of
the other people in the crowd I don’t recognize. Playing an
acoustic guitar in a residence lounge is one thing. I’ve done that
hundreds of times. This is our first real gig since we released our
CD. We spent most weekends late last summer recording our debut
album and making it sound as polished as we could. I didn’t mind
the muddy sound since grunge music got me through high school, but
the landscape has changed since then. Rock music is definitely out.
Only Pearl Jam and Alice In Chains have survived from Seattle and
Alice In Chains hasn’t put anything substantial out since Jar of
Flies. Our record sounds pretty clean but it still has the edgy
style I wanted. I managed to convince the band that the muddy
approach was the way to go. I guess I’ll see if I was right,
depending on how this show goes. People in the crowd are already
whooping it up. I can hear someone near the back yelling to me.

“Hey Perrin, ya
pansy. Are you going to lead off with Home?” I don’t have my
glasses on so I can barely make out my friend J.C. near the back
holding up his bottle. Some of the crowd cheers and some people
laugh.

“Ladies and
gentleman, my good friend J.C. has a request. It’s a sensitive
little number we call Home. It’s our first single.”

I can hear some
cheering and more laughter.

“I know this
song doesn’t measure up to your Backstreet Boys collection tucked
away beside your stack of Tiger Beat magazines, J.C., but we’ll try
to wuss it up a bit just for you.”

J.C. tilts his
head to the ceiling and lets out a huge roar.

“Woooooo! You
fucking rock, Perrin!”

J.C. has got to
be the biggest redneck I’ve ever met. All he needs is a mullet.
What surprises me about this guy is how smart he is. I’ve only had
a few conversations with him that turned serious, but he knocked me
out with his intellect. Usually though, he would diffuse any
seriousness with his famous call to arms.

“Enough of this
shit. Let’s go get right pissed.”

I don’t feel so
nervous now. I look back at the band. Eric looks like he’s ready to
explode. He’s doing some arm stretches and jumping up and down like
he’s getting ready for the 100-metre dash. God knows what he’s
ingested tonight. Lars is sucking back an Export and gargling it in
his mouth in front of his mike. The audience appreciates the
gesture.

I go over to
Steve. He’s got that infernal look of contentment on his face. The
ground could be opening up right beneath him and I swear he would
only shrug his shoulders and take a step back.

“Hey man,
aren’t you nervous?” I ask.

“I’m not the
one singing, Dave.” Good point, but it doesn’t help me.

“I can’t get my
hands to stop shaking.”

“I got just the
thing,” Steve says. He ducks behind an amp to a small ashtray on
the stage floor. He lights up the remainder of a joint. He takes a
small puff and hands it to me. I begin to draw in the warm
feeling.

“Breathe
deeply, Perrin my son,” Steve says with the smile of a doting
father.

“Steve, when
did you get this?” I ask while exhaling.

“Hey, it’s a
special occasion. I figured we would need a little courage.”

I take one more
haul and walk to the mike with a little more confidence. I can feel
my blood rushing to my extremities. I feel good. I remind myself
that these people know our songs. Our song Home is getting major
airplay on the campus radio station on my friend’s show, even
though it’s not technically our first single. We’re even getting
some play on CFNY in Toronto for a reason that escapes me. Don’t
get me wrong. Our music is what a radio programmer would likely
call radio-friendly modern rock, but how it got into the hands of
the most important new rock station in Canada is still a mystery to
me. Someone told me today that they heard my song Home playing on
CNFY last night. The entire band keeps hearing stories of our song
playing in Toronto. None of us has yet to hear our song on CFNY,
since the signal fades in and out depending on where you are in
Waterloo. I look up to the ceiling and sigh. God, give me some
courage to touch these people. This is what it’s all about. Years
of writing lyrics, dreaming up band names and playing small gigs
with Lars all led to this moment here. I have a band. We have a
record. We have a small hit. People like us so far. Now, it’s time
to begin the real work.

“Good evening
ladies and gentlemen – and J.C.” I begin before coughing. The smoke
chuffs out of my mouth in small bursts. I look back at Steve and he
just laughs. He must have bought B.C. gold. Run-of-the-mill campus
pot never makes me cough. “My name is Dave and we are Epic. As my
friend just mentioned, we have this little song on the radio
playing called Home. I wrote the lyrics when I went home to Ottawa
one Christmas—”

No one is
listening. I hear bottles clinking and people talking to each
other. No sense telling them about the song. I look back at Steve
and he begins the lilting intro piece. Lars begins to tickle his
bass and Eric taps his cymbals. This is such a great moment. I
remember writing the lyrics for this song a few years ago during
Christmas break. My grades were slipping and I had just broken up
with my high-school girlfriend. I was feeling bad about cheating on
her with this girl Lindsey. What was worse was that Lindsey had no
use for me after a few weeks. I was crushed since I really liked
her and felt like she brought out a side of me that took away my
reservations. The old me from high school — the guy who avoided
girls, looked at the floor when walking and kept to himself —
disappeared. Just months into my first year, my girlfriend from
high school, who was at Queen’s at the time, called it quits with
me. She found out about my fling and never spoke to me again. I
never had a chance to say sorry so I wrote this song instead.

Now, I feel
like all the guilt from that period evaporating out of me. I feel
this tingling sensation and salute J.C. who is sucking back another
beer near the bar. I begin to sing with conviction I never knew I
had.

 


A ceasefire has
been reached

inside my
guilty mind

This place is
so peaceful

The solitude is
golden.

 


The crowd
whistles and claps along. Steve stops plucking the intro and
launches into a crushing power chord with a mighty leap.

 


Bring me to

that place
called home

Bring me to

a peace
undivided

Hell, just
bring me home

 


The chorus
ignites the crowd, many who are shouting out the chorus at the top
of their lungs. It feels magical. They have this respect for my
feelings that the meatheads in high school could never muster. I
feel like I matter and what I have to say matters. The feeling is a
glorious first for me. I’m not used to this. I like it.

I’m surprised
that I’m able to sing about something so personal. This release
feels so good. Steve launches into a guitar solo and I take a quick
look around. Lars is hamming it up with the people in the front
row. He’s swinging his bass over his shoulder just like the guys in
Cinderella used to do. Eric has sweated through his T-shirt. He
gets this maniacal grin on his face when he’s drumming. He looks as
if he’s hacking away at his drum set like it’s a piece of firewood.
Steve is practically hugging his guitar. He pulls it into his chest
and closes his eyes hitting the high notes. I continue the final
chorus, even though the crowd is yelling over me. Lars joins me on
the final chorus. His harmony is perfect. This is a defining moment
for our band, so I try to hold on to it.

 


Bring me to

That place
called home.

Bring me to

A thought
undivided

Bring me home,
bring me home, bring me hoo-ooome

 


Lars and I hang
on to the last word and look at each other. Lars stares at me with
a serious look, as if he’s doing everything he can to focus on the
harmony. I clench my fist as if I’m Brian Johnson of AC-DC. Lars
and I are trying to see who will run out of breath first. Lars
loses. That’s why I’m the lead singer. The song ends and the crowd
erupts. I get this sick feeling. We just played our biggest hit and
the show isn’t even four minutes old. I look into the crowd and I
see my girlfriend Mary talking to her friend in the corner of the
place. She’s not even cheering. In fact, she’s not even paying
attention. She never even asked me what Home was about, not that I
would tell her. Still, it bothers me that she’s not even watching
me. I head back to Eric’s drum kit and he passes me a beer. He
looks at me and says, “Sabbath, man.” He nods his head like some
wise guru.

“Not yet, man,”
I tell him.

“When?”

“What about for
the encore?”

“You’re
assuming that we’re going to have one. We already played our hit.
How many of these people have our CD?”

“Just hold off
for now.” I look over my shoulder and watch Mary chatting away,
oblivious to the show. I look at the set list but I know what song
is next. Me and Lars figured out the set list days ago. I’ve had it
memorized for a week. The next song is one of our most aggressive.
I wrote it when I was trying to get Mary’s attention last year. It
took months before she relented and we started to date. I wrote
Getting Through Today about how frustrating it was trying to get
Mary’s attention. How fitting as I can’t seem to get her attention
right now, either. She barely had enough time to wish me luck and
peck me on the cheek before the show. I take a long swig of my
Export and look at Steve. He promptly rips into a punchy,
thick-as-molasses power chord again. I put my bottle down in front
of Eric’s kit. He looks like he’s about to be shot out of a cannon,
just waiting to fly. He’s on his stool, but it almost looks like
he’s levitating above it with the way he’s hovering. He can’t wait
for his first whacks at the kit. Steve begins to jump as he gets
the crowd moving again. I look at Mary, who’s now sitting back in
the corner of the room with her eyes closed. I start to grunt out
the lyrics.

 


Snap. I’ll
snap

Crack. I’ll
crack

So little it is
but

So huge it
appears

Release. Sweet
release

And relief.
Sweet relief

So close it is
but

So distant it
appears.

 


Steve leaps
into the air. Eric starts destroying his kit. Lars so effortlessly
twiddles his bass. I feel my anger building. This is my big moment
and my girlfriend is completely oblivious to its importance.

 


Two parallel
lines

We’re walking
them now

I’ll crack but
I’ll heal

To find out
what’s ahead

 


Some of the
crowd is facing all different directions. Most are nodding their
heads to the beat. Some are ordering another beer. I’ve already
lost part of the room, which is crushing. I continue to growl out
the lyrics, fuelled by the anger building in me.

 


Time. There’s
time

And patience,
utter patience

It’s what I
have

But it’s
running thin.

 


I can live with
losing some of the crowd. But Mary’s disinterest is devastating. I
take the mike off the stand and see how much cord I have. I jump
off the stage and begin to yell the next verse. The crowd takes
notice and begins to cheer more loudly. Mary takes notice, finally.
I continue to sing but I hear someone’s voice come out of the amp.
I look back to see what’s happening. The band is still playing and
Lars isn’t saying anything. I look at the crowd. No one notices the
voice. Everyone’s nodding their head and dancing. The voice
continues.

“Okay, Dave.
That’s enough. Wake up.”

***

I open my eyes
and feel groggy. I’m back in the psychiatrist’s office with Layne
Staley. I feel terrible.

“So, do you
remember what happened later that night?”

“Yeah. Mary
came up to me after the show and said I was great. I think I had
four beers by then.”

“Yeah, it was
four,” Layne says.

“I won’t ask
how you know but I’ll take your word for it. So, we had a fight
because I told her that I didn’t want her to come to one of our
gigs if she was just going to be there out of duty.”

“Yeah, I know
that, but what about Sara?” Layne smiles as if he’s waiting for me
to tell him what he already suspects. “Don’t tell me you don’t
remember this woman or what happened that evening.”

“No, I don’t
think I need to tell you what happened.”

“Close your
eyes.”

***

March, 1999

“Dave, you got
a fan waiting for you,” Lars says.

I laugh a bit
and turn around expecting a joke, but there’s this gorgeous girl
with long, brown hair looking at me. I stumble a bit and almost
trip. I sit on the edge of the stage and introduce myself.

“I know you,
you’re in my third-year pysch class,” she says. “My name’s Sara.
Can I buy you a drink?”

Sara’s wearing
fitted black pants and a black tank-top, but it’s how she’s wearing
them. Her curves are splendid, even with my beer goggles on.

“Lars, just
leave my mike stand and guitar at the back of the stage, I’ll come
back for them.”

I follow Sara
to the bar. When we’re there, she hands me a Corona and smiles at
me seductively.

“Is it true,
the line about release, sweet release?”

“What do you
mean?”

She smiles
again and whispers in my ear. “Why don’t you come back with me to
my place and recite some lyrics for me.”

I drink my
Corona with wild abandon.

***

“She’s good,
I’ll give her that.”

I open my eyes.
Layne is looking at his notes on the desk and looks at me with a
grin. He shuffles around some papers and takes off his
sunglasses.

“So, you went
home with Sara that night?”

“Yeah, I did. I
was drunk but it wasn’t because I was drunk. It was because I was
hurt. Sara cared about my lyrics. Mary couldn’t care less.”

“How do you
know Mary didn’t care?”

“Well, I assume
you saw what I saw. She just sat there.”

“So, you go
home with this Sara and you sleep with her,” he says stroking his
scruffy goatee. “Hmph — How long did you go out with Mary?”

“We met at the
beginning of my second year and she broke up with me right after I
left to go back to Ottawa after graduation.”

“Why did she
break up with you?”

“We never
really settled it. I was pretty serious about settling down, but
any time we hit the road for the first CD or toured a little bit,
things would go bad. So, she said I made my choice and she had to
make hers. In a way I’m glad she did break up with me. I deserved
it for cheating on her.”

“Yet, you said
you were willing to settle down. How can you say that when you were
in a successful band and confronted with nightly distractions like
Sara?”

“I guess
because deep down I’m not all that wild. I knew I had to project a
certain image so I indulged when I was on the road almost out of a
sense of duty at first. I could have gone on living my ordinary
life but it’s not what people wanted.”

“So, you took
the easy way out and decided to play into this image you say people
wanted from you.”

His
observations are right on the mark and I know he’s not lying.
Still, I want to punch him square in the nose.

“I guess I
did.”

“Dave, I know
this is tough for you to hear but this really is helping you. I
want you to tie together a few things for me. You already saw what
Michelle is up to and you re-examined that relationship and your
break-up. You also saw what Ray is up to and how your actions
affected him.”

“Hey, hey, hey.
Wait a minute. That incident at the Horseshoe was an accident. I
didn’t know people were calling him shitface.”

“Okay, settle,”
Layne says with his palms aimed at my face. “I know that you didn’t
mean that, but the point is this. When you hung him out to dry in
the high-school halls and when you let Lars make fun of him at the
Horseshoe, there was something you were doing.”

“What happened
to all your questions?” I say, clenching my fists. “That doesn’t
sound like a question.”

“What do your
experiences with Michelle and Ray have in common? That’s all I’m
asking.”

“I’ve always
taken the easy way out in life, man. But don’t sit there and tell
me I’m any different than anyone else. Half the world takes the
easy way out. That’s why there are so few Ghandis and so many
Clintons.”

“That’s where
you’re wrong, man. You’re not like everyone else and we’re going to
find out why. Let’s get back to Mary for a moment. You said you
were in this to make a difference but you were mad when people
weren’t listening to your songs and you were really mad at Mary for
not paying attention.”

“Yeah, I guess
that’s it.”

“Did it ever
occur to you, Dave, that Mary might have been nervous for you, so
she couldn’t look at you during the performance? And, as for the
audience, well, consider this. They were yelling out the lyrics to
your hit song but they lost interest afterwards. I know that you
wanted to explain that the song Home chronicles a dramatic moment
in your life. You have to ask yourself this: Are you in this for
your own therapy or do you want people to come out and enjoy
themselves?”

“I want people
to enjoy my music and get something out of it.”

“They did get
something out of it that night. They were singing and dancing. What
more could you want from them?”

“I want them to
understand the words, not just mindlessly repeat back a catchy
chorus.”

“You keep
saying that. They got something out of it. They forgot about their
lives and they sung together with you and felt happy. Look at it
this way. No one knows exactly what your lyrics mean and no one
knows what experiences influenced them. Even if you had explained
the context of Home to the audience, most of the crowd wouldn’t
have been able to hear you. After all, it’s a bar and it’s
loud.”

“Music has to
have meaning, though.”

“Yes, but your
idea of meaning isn’t everyone’s. You have to ask yourself if you
are in the business because you want to feel better about yourself
or if you really want to make a difference.”

“No one cares
about me,” I say. “I get it. Why should they care? Everyone’s just
trying to live their life, chase their dreams and find
happiness.”

“So, instead of
resenting people because they don’t appreciate or understand your
work, why don’t you just take comfort in the fact that it makes
people happy? It still does make a difference.”

“I guess I just
wanted people to understand my life and understand me.”

“People who
know you understood you, but you turned your back on them. Why
should your fans understand you? You’re a total stranger. It’s not
their job to understand you when you’re on stage. It’s their job to
appreciate the fact that you’re out there making them forget about
their problems for a bit. Okay, enough about Mary. Let me ask you
this: Do you remember Colin Short?”

“Yes,” I say.
How could I forget such a miserable son of a bitch? He was one of
the cruellest people I’ve ever met in my life. He was one of the
many bullies in high school that I couldn’t do anything about
because I was a scrawny wimp. Never mind the fact that he was
aboriginal, which confused the issue even further. Colin Short. I
can’t believe I have to relive memories of this guy.

“Do you
remember the day when you were returning home on the school bus
—the day when you had just got your driver’s licence?”

“Yes, I
remember he was sitting behind me on the bus and he asked to see my
licence. I thought it was okay since he was sitting next to this
other guy who was pretty decent. Then he gave me back my licence
with a huge gob of snot and spit on it.”

“Do you
remember what you did?”

“What could I
do? I was a little 16-year-old who had never been in a fight other
than the odd tussle with my big brother. I told him he was an
asshole and turned around. I wish I would have had the guts to
punch him in the nose.”

“There was
another time on the bus when he spit on the back of your coat for
no reason.”

“Yes I remember
that, too.”

“But, he also
befriended you a little bit after a while too, didn’t he?” This
line of questioning is weird. I don’t know what this has to do with
me being where I am.

“Yeah,” I say,
remembering Colin’s clumsy gestures of kindness. “It was so weird.
He noticed me in the parking lot at Brookfield High School one day
getting into my parent’s car and he asked for a ride home, although
he wasn’t asking at all. He was telling me to give him a ride with
his eyes. I remember when I was driving him home, he asked me about
my radio show on the high school station. Before I knew it, he was
giving me his Green Day tape and his Ministry tape to dub songs for
my show. I was totally shocked that he trusted me enough to take
his tapes. It made it very hard for me to hate him after that.”

“Let’s fast
forward to the recording sessions for second album Turn, Turn,
Turnaround. I believe you were recording in Montreal?”

“Yeah, I
remember that now. It was late 2000. I think it was right around
December.”

“Okay, time to
close your eyes again and think about the end of the recording
sessions.”

I don’t know if
I want to remember.

***

December,
2000

Yet another
cold, grey day in Montreal. I sit in Michelle’s car for a minute
without saying a word. I know he’s around here somewhere. Still, we
have to get this last track done. Michelle places her hand on my
chest and runs it up to my chin very gently.

“You didn’t
shave today, sweetie,” she says. I smile hearing that word. We’ve
only been dating since September, but we’ve already degenerated to
the stupid pet names stage. I love it.

“No, I didn’t.
I’m a little out of sorts these days, Meesh.”

“It’s almost
over, Dave. It’ll be a good record. And I can’t wait to hear Labour
Day. You’ll have to sneak out a copy of that song for me.”

“I’ll try but
Tony is pretty vigilant about that stuff.” I run my hand over
Michelle’s cheek. Everything seems to fade away when I touch her.
She smiles and slowly moves in to kiss me. I could do this all
afternoon, but I hear a car horn behind us.

“I should go.”
Michelle gives me a quick peck as I unbuckle my seatbelt. “Thanks
for driving me up here.”

“I’ll see you
when you get back to Ottawa. Good luck.” Her smile is contagious. I
almost feel better just looking at her as I close the car door.

I turn around
and look either way down the street. The sidewalks are empty,
except for a fresh blanket of fluffy snow that’s lazily falling. I
head into the building and try not to think of the prospect of
bumping into him again.

I head straight
down the narrow hallway and dump my coat in our improvised lounge
area outside the control room. The band is already in the studio.
Steve is tuning his guitar with great precision. Lars is staring
off into space, perched on his stool. Eric looks like he just came
into contact with a giant mud puddle. His hair is bunched up in a
baseball hat with the exception of a few strands poking out behind
his ears. He’s sitting on his stool, rocking back and forth like a
pendulum. His white T-shirt looks greyish-brown. I don’t bother to
ask him how it got that way. He’s been in Montreal for a few days
already. I can only imagine what he’s been doing on St. Catherine
Street.

“There she is,
Miss America,” Lars sings to the beauty pageant theme. “Just in
time Dave. Any run-ins with our favourite Brookfield alumnus
today?”

“No such luck,
man,” I say with a weak laugh.

“Okay boys, we
have one more song to record and then we’re done,” says Tony.
“Dave, I believe you’ve got the words down. What are we calling
this one?”

“Tomorrow,” I
say.

“Tomorrow!
Tomorrow! I love ya tomorrow. You’re only a day away!” Lars and
Eric sing in unison.

“The two of you
are positively scary,” says Steve softly. He doesn’t talk much but
he sure picks his places. I smile at him and give him the Rock n’
Roll salute.

“Okay, kids,
let’s hit it,” says Tony, shaking his head.

The song begins
with a gentle hook Steve has been working on for months. He’s made
it just about perfect. Eric lightly begins to tap his cymbals. I
can already tell this song is going to be a hit. The boys have
thought of a melody that perfectly meshes with the spirit of my
lyrics. This recording session has been remarkably free of battles
and today is no different. When the music’s playing, everything
seems all right. I put my headphones on and listen to the rock
symphony unfolding around me. I look around and watch the boys
doing their thing with such precision. I feel so close to them, but
I don’t dare say a thing. I start to sing softly with a smile that
seems to creep up from out of nowhere.

 


Tomorrow

the green
grass

may be blue

 


But maybe
tomorrow

I’ll see
that

maybe it’s
you

 


I look around
and see the smiles on everyone’s faces. This album we’re working on
is going to be big. We can all feel it. I continue to sing with
this goofy smile on my face. I close my eyes and recall the day I
wrote these lyrics. They popped into my head one morning when I
woke up from a night’s festivities at my friend’s apartment in
Kingston. For once, I didn’t overindulge so I woke up feeling
content. As I laid there in bed, a light breeze was blowing through
the window, gently caressing this white lace curtain in the back of
the apartment. I laid there listening to the birds singing in the
garden my friend’s downstairs neighbour had planted. I felt more at
peace then than I had in years. The feeling gave me hope for some
reason, so I scrawled down these words in my lyric book. I wait for
the bridge to end and I open my eyes. Tony is giving me the thumbs
up.

 


Maybe
tomorrow

the green
grass

grows
higher

 


And maybe
tomorrow

my hope
springs

to
overflowing

 


Maybe
tomorrow

I’ll see
life

for what it
is

 


Lars gently
mumbles “Maybe tomorrow, maybe tomorrow,” as I “oooh” and ahhhh”
the song to sleep. The piece ends so crisply. No one says a word
when it’s done. We all know this song is a killer track. Tony ruins
the moment.

“Not bad guys,
but we need to do a few more takes,” he says through the intercom.
I don’t think we could ever recreate that perfect moment where
everything clicked. Eric looks annoyed.

“I need a
smoke,” he says, staring at Tony all the way out of the studio.

“We’ve only
finished the first track,” Tony whines. “C’mon Eric.”

“Tony, The
first track was killer. We don’t need another. But, if you insist
on another, then I insist on a smoke.”

I decide to go
with him. Steve begins to tune his guitar again. Lars paces around
his stool and stares at the ceiling, not saying a word. The
Montreal air is crisp and cold. Eric lights up and exhales quickly.
The smoke cartwheels and lingers in front of his eyes as he stares
off in the distance.

“We must be
naïve man,” he tells me. “That take sounded perfect to us, but Tony
says we need another take. I guess there are no perfect rock n’
roll moments.”

“I know.
Everything seemed to click,” I say while still staring up and down
the street. Still no one in sight. “It felt like a business right
then when Tony said that. This can’t be a business man. No way.
That’s when it’s over for me.”

Eric squints
his eyes and stamps his feet. I’ve caught him on a rare day when
he’s actually pensive.

“I keep
reminding myself we only have one album under our belts and it was
an indie,” he says. “Things took off for us so quickly. We didn’t
realize how things actually work in the music biz. I wouldn’t worry
about it becoming a job just yet.”

The light
blanket of snow muffles so much noise that the city seems almost
peaceful. Eric quickly finishes his cigarette and drops it on the
sidewalk. He heads in the door, smoke trailing from his head.

“I’ll be in
there in a minute, Eric.”

I look up to
the sky and watch the fat snowflakes falling like feathers. I let a
few of them hit my face. I think about what Eric said about this
process not seeming like a job. I wonder. Our first album was
recorded live off the floor and there were very few tracks that
needed more than three takes; Steve’s frequent guitar overdubs
being the exception. The album hit it big and it allowed us to get
signed. But it wasn’t a crisp guitar wail or a wall-of-sound
recording treatment that sold that record. I want to think it was
the honesty and the passion of the craft that people bought. At
least that’s what I keep telling myself. I read somewhere that Van
Halen recorded all its albums live off the studio floor with all
four band members playing in the same room. Some of that band’s
greatest hits, like Unchained, were recorded in just a single take.
Then, when it came time to release 1984, all that changed.
Everything was recorded and re-recorded. Then there were the
overdubs and the elaborate keyboard melodies. That entire album was
recorded in parts over many months. No wonder the band broke up
shortly after 1984. The craft ceased to be about the music and the
group fell apart. I fear that will happen to us if we don’t stay
true to what makes Epic great: it’s our spontaneous sound and
honest message. That’s why I don’t want to go back in there. I
don’t want to fake another perfect take. I sigh at the thought of
doing another take. My breath rises slowly into the grey sky and
disappears among the flakes. Just as I’m getting ready to head back
into the studio, I feel this tap on my shoulder.

“Hey Perrin,
this is a hold up.” I recognize the voice. Colin’s found me again.
We ran into him on St. Catherine Street a week ago after we
finished our recording session for the day. He was begging for
change on the streets, even though it didn’t look like he needed to
beg. He recognized me and it was like high school never ended. He
followed us into a pool hall and managed to weasel a beer out of
me, because we had to catch up, he said. I didn’t have the guts to
tell him I didn’t care about what he was up to these days. Lars
knew who he was and immediately went to play pool at the far end of
the bar. The only way I got out of the situation was by lying and
telling Colin I was on my way to the train station to head back to
Ottawa. I gave him five bucks and walked down the street until I
saw him disappear before heading back to the pool hall. Now, I get
to do the same thing all over again.

“How’s it going
man?” he says with a wide, sarcastic smile on his face. He’s up to
something.

“Fine man, but
I have to head back in there. We’re finishing up our record.”

“You’re going
finish up your fag rock album? Wicked.” He always had a way of
cutting to the bone.

“Fag rock?
Colin, you don’t know your music man. This is going to be a
hard rock album.”

“Perrin, hard
rock is Slayer or Coal Chamber. Not your shit.” He’s still smiling
proudly because he can see that I’m annoyed.

“Well, Colin,
it’s been a blast as usual but I got to head in,” I say, barely
hiding my utter contempt for this guy.

“Oh, fuck,
Perrin, calm down. I was just kidding. I have your first CD. It
doesn’t suck as hard as half the stuff that’s out there.” I don’t
know whether to accept this as praise or not.

“Hey, check
this out man. I found this around the corner there,” Colin says,
pulling out a knife. It looks like a switch blade. He studies it
intently and flicks it a couple of times. I don’t know whether or
not this is turning into a stick-up. He never points it at me. I
feel tense, so it doesn’t really matter. Since high school, this
guy has grown to my height and appears to outweigh me by at least
twenty pounds.

“Can I come in
and watch?” he asks.

“Sorry, man.
Security is tight. Not even our friends and family are
allowed.”

“Aww, c’mon.
Let me in there for just five minutes, man. It’s freezing out
here.”

I find it hard
to say no to a guy with a knife. I hesitate. Thankfully, Tony comes
out.

“Dave, would
you get in here? We’re paying by the hour.”

“Hey, fuck you
asshole,” Colin snarls. “We’re just having a chat you fucking
Gino!”

“Who the fuck
are you?” Tony asks as his fists clench. I step between them.

“I’m his
friend,” Colin says, putting his arm around me. I shake it off and
step toward the door.

“Colin, it’s
been fun but I gotta go.” I don’t bother looking him in the
eye.

“Well, fuck you
too then, Perrin. I only came down here to give you this, you
stupid fucker.”

Colin tosses a
cassette tape at me and walks away before the tape even hits the
sidewalk. I pick the tape up out of the snow and look at it. The
tape has a recording of my last radio show from the high school
radio station. I brush off the snow and put it in my back pocket.
Tony slowly adjusts his shirt and tie and turns his gaze away from
Colin. Like a switch, the anger disappears and his red face returns
to something approaching normal. He slaps his hand on my
shoulder.

“Are we ready
to continue then, Dave?”

***

A cellphone
starts to ring. Layne pulls one out of his denim shirt pocket. He
doesn’t say much, except for ‘yes’ and ‘okay.’

“Okay, we’re
going to finish up this lesson and then you’re going to be on your
way.”

“On my
way?”

“Yeah, we’re
cutting this short.”

“Okay, so
what’s the lesson?”

Layne puts his
sunglasses back on and leans back in his chair.

“Let’s deal
with Colin first. You didn’t like him and rightly so, but you know
that he really did consider you a friend.”

“Friends? Man,
how many friends threaten you with knives on the street? Colin was
a bully in high school and he was a bully when I ran back into him
in Montreal. I don’t see why I’m at fault here.”

“True, you
didn’t owe him anything, but he was a fan and he thought you were
his friend.”

“He thought
wrong,” I say coldly.

“Dave, I won’t
go into Colin’s life but it wasn’t pretty. He was taken away from
his parents and put in a foster home. He was abused in foster care
and spent a lot of time in youth detention and later jail. You knew
all this back in high school.”

“Everyone knew
Colin’s story. That’s why it was so hard for people to call him an
asshole. He was aboriginal, so calling him an asshole would have
made you a racist in Ottawa. You couldn’t say anything about him
because of his upbringing. He knew this and that’s why he was
bully. He knew he had immunity.”

“Here’s where
you’re different Dave. Instead of dismissing Colin as just another
loser, you didn’t. Sure, you went along with what he said in high
school because you were scared of him, but you also did something
no one else did. You treated him with compassion. Unlike other
teenagers, you had the depth to realize Colin acted the way he did
because he was only protecting himself. That’s why all of these
lessons are so important.”

“I’m not sure I
follow you, Layne.”

“Don’t you get
it? You can’t take the easy way out because you have a gift. You
spend more time thinking about the human condition than ninety-nine
per cent of the population out there. You understand people better
than they understand themselves. You understood what Ray lives
with. You understand how betraying a partner makes someone feel.
You think about the consequences of your actions. You are a thinker
and philosopher. That’s your gift. That’s why people connect with
your music. This isn’t about being a scummy rock star, although you
did a pretty good job with that. This is about not taking the easy
way out. It’s about using your gift properly.”

“I guess so. I
guess I always knew that. But, I don’t even know if it’s too late
for me. I don’t even know if I’m alive or not.”

Layne takes off
his glasses once more and looks me square in the eye.

“I know what
you’re looking for, Dave. Redemption is still possible.”

I stop thinking
about my career and look at Layne. I’m speechless. How does he know
what I’m thinking? What does he mean by saying redemption is still
possible? Does that mean I’m alive? I don’t understand any of this.
I’m only beginning to understand what I need to do, it seems. And
I’m being sucked back into the black again.

“Wait a minute,
what do you mean?” I plead. The office lights are fading. I feel
sleepy and my eyes are growing heavy. I hear Layne speak again.

“Redemption is
still possible.”

 


 


5.

THE RIVER

 


 


 


What a
hangover. I have this terrible feeling that I’m missing something.
I don’t know why I’m perched beside this river bank or where this
river bank is. I don’t see anyone lingering around. I look around
at the melting snow and the rushing water of the river. To my left,
I notice a train trestle. A three-car commuter train quietly scoots
across the river on a trestle. The lights from the train cast a
weak golden glow on the choppy waters. I can see some stars through
the fast-moving clouds and I can hear the wind rustling through the
tree branches. The trees are bare, boney skeletons, but it seems
like it’s spring. I turn around and notice a sign that reads
“Carleton University.” I’m obviously in Ottawa. I feel like I was
just here, but I can’t be too sure. Whatever happened to me in my
last vision wiped my memory almost clean.

Yet, I feel
this surge run through me when I walk to the river bank and notice
some giant rocks that line the river. The rocks make up a eight
foot wall that restrains the river. I notice one rock in
particular. The flat rock is perched on an angle. The boulder is
about as long as a park bench and it’s tilted slightly toward the
sky, like an Adirondack chair that you sink into at the cottage. I
know this rock. This is my rock. At least I became steward of the
rock back in high school when I needed to break away and think.
This was my meditation spot. Some of my best lyrics were written
here. I was a singer. I remember it now. I lived around here and I
grew up around here. Somehow, I think this is the twentieth time
I’ve realized these things.

I can’t feel
the rock’s cold surface so I sit down and listen to the rapids.
This is the Rideau River. Something about being at this river makes
me think that I’m about to uncover something important. I know I’ve
had these feelings before in past visions — these feelings of
premonition. I can’t quite describe it because my mind is still
quite groggy from my latest transition. I don’t know where I was
before I came here, but I sense some link. The commuter train,
maybe. I don’t really know. I’m sure it’ll come to me.

I listen as the
commuter train slowly settles into Carleton’s station with a slight
squeak of its breaks. I look down the rocky embankment at the
river. The white rush of rapids is hardly discernible on such a
deep, dark night. A figure appears out of the darkness walking
through the remnants of snow from the vanishing winter. A young man
about sixteen or so steps up to my rock and looks out across the
river to the trees lining the other bank. He’s wearing blue jeans
and a blue varsity jacket. His face is unshaven, but his light red
beard is scruffy at best. He has sandy blond hair shaven nearly to
the scalp. His hands are buried deep in his pockets.

He squints his
eyes as the wind picks up. He pulls a crumpled note out of his
pocket. The message can’t be good, judging by the expression on his
face. I wonder why I’m supposed to be following this guy. I don’t
know him at all. At least I don’t think I do. This seems out of
character to all my experiences right up until now. I have never
had to witness someone’s life I don’t know. But, since I can’t even
remember where I was before I was placed here, I’m thinking that
the rules of this game are changing again. I can usually remember
the last five or so lives I’ve shadowed, but now the only thing I
know is I’m here now.

The guy takes
the letter he’s reading and messily folds it into quarters before
putting it back in his jacket pocket. He takes a step closer to the
rock – my rock – and looks down to the water. He lets out a sigh
and rubs his eyes. He bends down to adjust a bouquet of flowers
that has been left beside my rock, tucked beside a small snow bank.
He turns around and heads down the road leading to the commuter
train station. I look at the bouquet of flowers and am suddenly
struck by an ominous flash.

***

February,
2003

I keep
insisting to the band that I have just the place to light up our
enormous joint. Eric rolled it up before the show, but we thought
better of it because of the unusually large police presence at the
Corel Centre. The concert went well. We opened for Our Lady Peace
and we actually had the usually passive drones in Ottawa rising out
of their seats. We were all pretty hammered when we got on stage –
except for Steve who was just baked. I’m surprised I remembered all
the words considering how drunk I was up there. After our opening
stint, we immediately left the arena, seeing as how we had all seen
Our Lady Peace a couple of times this tour and in our university
days. I couldn’t wait to get back to Patty’s Pub, near the Carleton
campus. Our friends were waiting to welcome us home after spending
the better part of a year on the road in the States and all through
Canada. On my way out of the arena, Raine Maida, OLP’s lead singer
stopped me.

“Dave, good
show,” he said before seeing me stumble a bit. “Man, you’re wasted!
How did you ever get through your set?”

“Raine, my man,
I have no clue.”

“Well, I guess
you’re allowed, this being your homecoming and all.”

“Damn right,
and now we’re off to get even more intoxicated, if that’s
possible.”

Raine just
laughed and shook his head as he walked down the hall.

“Take care,
man,” he called out.

I felt
invincible as I left the arena. For the first time in a while, the
band seemed destined for some much-needed healing. After the
constant fighting during The Other Shoe Drops sessions and
the subsequent tour, the evening was a welcome respite. I felt this
foreign feeling of relief when we finished our show. We came to the
arena not speaking to each other but now that everything was over,
the band seemed relieved and almost happy.

Our successful
evening made me think that we might be able to keep things together
after all. I guess fighting like we have made for some serious
passion on stage. We were on fire. Eric was twirling his drum
sticks like they were pencils. He was up to his old tricks that we
hadn’t yet seen on this tour. Lars was bouncing around like a fool
to his own bass lines. Steve was actually doing the guitar kicks
that he tends to reserve only for special occasions. As for me, I
was running around stage with my arms outstretched like a plane. I
was the master of ceremonies. I yelped, hung onto notes and led the
singalongs, which I rarely do. I wanted to pull the entire crowd
into my arms. I was bathing in a perfect Rock and Roll moment.

I tell Tony to
hang a left off into the Carleton campus so we can get to this
place near the Rideau River. He reluctantly agrees as do the
others. Fortunately, no one in the band is really sober enough to
object to my suggestion that we smoke at my spot by the river
rapids.

“Trust me guys.
This is the best spot. A joint like that one is meant to be enjoyed
in the great outdoors. Eric, I’ve got nothing but respect for your
rolling abilities. That’s why we couldn’t smoke it at the Corel
Centre.”

“You better be
on to something, Dave. It is fucking cold outside.”

“Aww, listen to
the wimpy Sarnia native complain about the Ottawa winter,” Lars
says, pursing his lips. I break into uncontrollable laughter and
spill the Wiser’s I just swigged from my bottle.

“For
chrissakes, Dave. Would you try and keep this car clean? It is a
rental.” Tony is getting sick of our antics this tour. I can tell,
so I decide to push him.

“Tony, you can
pay for it out of your cut. The place was sold out after all.”

Tony just sighs
and rolls his eyes while watching us in the mirror. I don’t know
why he’s so concerned about this minivan anyway. The van reaches
the curve in the road that leads to the river bank. I tell Tony to
pull over and we all hop out of the van and stagger through the
snow to my rock on the river bank.

“Boys, may I
present to you, my rock by the Rideau River,” I say while kicking
snow off of it.

“Big deal,”
says Eric. “What’s so special about this rock?”

“Ah, Eric my
friend, you disappoint me. This rock has brought me great luck.” I
don’t know why I said that. Even I am starting to have trouble
following my own logic. I don’t know how many drinks I’ve had, but
it’s enough to make me a complete idiot.

“Okay, let’s
spark it up boys,” Eric says in his best Adam Sandler voice.

“Yes, Eric,
pull out that barrel of a joint, son,” I say. Steve’s doubled over
laughing. Lars is facing the trestle writing his name in the
snow.

“Hello Ottawa!”
he says, mimicking our favourite Spinal Tap moment.
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