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1.  Lacus Mortis (Lake of Death) 
     My apartment building was in flames.  I could not believe it - a virtual lake of fire.  I 
had only been in Montreal three months and my downtown dive was now being 
prematurely renovated by a blaze that the firefighters could not put under control.  
Everything I owned of value had been in my bachelor apartment: my books, my acoustic 
guitar, my ghetto blaster, my typewriter, and all my Spanish homework was now up in 
flames!  The only consolation that came to mind was something an old roommate had 
told me once; a good Buddhist should never have more than one hundred possessions at 
any one time.  Fate should have checked with me first before incinerating my few 
possessions since I had neither more than a hundred nor was I a Buddhist!  There had 
been a serious miscalculation in the universe.  I stood behind the street barrier with some 
of the other shaken tenants that chilly December evening on rue Aylmer as a thick black 
smoke made us all cough randomly but with such synchronicity of low spirits.      
     "What the hell happened?  I was just at a poetry reading," I said almost rudely to the 
elderly woman, Madame Chalifoux whose apartment had been on the ground floor since 
time began.  The woman did not even look at me but moved her lips as if she were now 
talking to a ghost. 
     "I lived in that building for almost twenty years since my husband Paul died," 
Madame Chalifoux said.  "Now, everything's gone. It all happened so fast.  I didn't even 
get the chance to take my reading glasses and my collection of Reader's Digests." 
That woman knew true pain.  The fire must have spread throughout the old tenement so 
quickly that not much could be saved.  I felt deeply for the loss of my acoustic guitar that 
my uncle had given me for my sixteenth birthday.  Some things are just never 
replaceable.  Sheer dread came over me as I suddenly remembered about my writer's 
notes!  All now ashes.  They would have to be reconstructed from memory.  How could I 
ever become a writer now? 
     "But do they know what caused it, Madame Chalifoux?" I asked more politely as I 
grew accustomed to the shock of losing everything and my home. 
She looked over with her haggard eyes and replied sadly, "It was too old.  Just a big old 
tinderbox." 
     "I can't believe it.  All my stuff is gone." 
     "That's not all that's gone," she said with a grim and menacing tone that I had never 
heard her speak like before.  She was on the surface a nice elderly lady but she was also 
the building's resident cop who incessantly would open up her door anytime she heard 
someone coming down the hallway from the entrance and give a long strange stare.  
Maybe she missed her dead husband?  Maybe she was just lonely?  The building only had 
twenty-four apartments and remaining anonymous in such a small place was next to 
impossible with her always on guard.  Madame Chalifoux seemed comfortable to live in 
a building where the majority of the residents were students who moved on a yearly basis 
around the university semesters and she liked to keep track of everyone's comings and 
goings.  She didn't get paid for the job; it was a vocation out of boredom.  Now she was 
out of work and on the street.  So was I! 
     "He didn't make it out," she said. 
     "Whom are you talking about?" I asked. 
     "You know, him." 
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     "Him?" 
     "The strange one.  You know, Barry?" 
     "Barry!  He's still in there!" I cried. 
     I was so startled by the news that I almost missed Madame Chalifoux's grin as she 
watched the flames through her cat-eye glasses.  I was shocked, outright shocked.  She 
continued to be mesmerized by the flying cinders as a schoolgirl blowing more and more 
soap bubbles into the air and I feared she was cracking up.  She took out an old 
handkerchief, blew her nose and she started to talk while watching the fire burn brighter. 
     "When I first smelt smoke inside my apartment after my nap, I rushed down the 
corridor and knocked on everyone's door.  Barry's apartment is at the end of the hallway 
and I heard him moving around in there.  I yelled fire, fire.  I knocked on his door as hard 
as I could.  Look at my hand; it still hurts now.  I've got a bruise just because of him.  Did 
he answer?  No, but I heard him in there.  By that time, the smoke was seeping 
everywhere into the hallway and I made my way out to the street and I coughed for five 
minutes non-stop.  I waited with the other tenants outside in the cold and finally the fire 
trucks arrived a few minutes later.  I told the firefighters about Barry but by the time they 
got to the building, the whole place was a tinderbox and collapsed.  It was too late.  I 
think there was paper insulation in the walls.  My father used to use it in the old days. 
     "You mean they couldn't save Barry?" I cried. 
     Madame Chalifoux lowered her head and I could still not believe it.  His apartment 
had a backdoor balcony to the fire escape.  It wasn't that far. 
     "But what about the back fire escape?" I asked. 
     "They checked it.  No one came out from his apartment before it collapsed.  They still 
have a fire truck out back." 
     "Barry's dead?  I just can't believe it." 
     "Well, no one knows for sure yet.  I know I heard him in there and no one's seen him." 
     "Shit, I feel guilty now.  I haven't dropped by since we scrapped his moon mission." 
     "Pardon?" Madame Chalifoux said. 
     "Oh, it's nothing.  An inside joke.  Barry and I used to have a few beers together all the 
time." 
     "Yes, I know.  He had lots of strays coming by.  I didn't like the look of any of them 
either.  He had a good heart though.  Poor man.  He fixed my TV once.  He could be a 
genius at times." 
     I let out a strange laugh.   
     "Why are you laughing?" 
     "Oh, nothing Madame Chalifoux," as I tried to cover up what I really knew about her 
TV.  Barry had told me a completely different version about that story. 
     "I know what you're thinking.  He was just a welfare bum, a loser.  Everyone thought 
that.  There's a lot more to it." 
     "I swear to you I wasn't even thinking that.  I drank beer with him many times." 
     "But do you really want to know why he was like that?  What happened to him?  Do 
you?" 
     "What do you mean?" I said with a strange curiosity, thinking that I had somehow 
missed something in the past few months since coming to Montreal to study Spanish." 
     "My TV set may have been scrambled but so was his brain." 
     "What do you mean?" 
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     "They did it to him, they did it to him," Madame Chalifoux said with as much fire in 
her eyes as was in the burning coals of the building in front of us. 
     Suddenly a police officer interrupted us and asked us if we knew who was missing.  
Madame Chalifoux did not hesitate to tell them that Barry Gladstone was missing and 
had lived in apartment four.   
     "There's the crazy chess player in apartment three but I haven't seen him either.  Oh, 
and that girl called Katie from Vancouver in apartment number one who lived beside me.  
Who knows where she is?" 
     "Do you have somewhere else to stay, Madame?" asked the police officer. 
     "Oui, oui, at my sister's in Lasalle.  I've already phoned her."   
     "Would you like us to get you a taxi, Madame?" asked the officer. 
     "Je vous en prie," she said so quaintly in French. 
     I daydreamed slightly as I signed my name on the list and I wondered what had 
happened to Katie.  She was always burning candles in her apartment and I didn't see her 
either among the crowd standing around.  Had she escaped?   I looked over at Madame 
Chalifoux who was already getting into a cab on rue Aylmer.  I rushed over just in time 
to hear her saying the address before the car door closed. 
     "322 rue Marie-Claire, Lasalle. S.V.P." 
The taxi sped away, and I suddenly felt the stifling soot and smoke in the air overwhelm 
me and I almost felt drawn back towards my burning building.  It was almost a strange 
need to suffocate myself in the events of the past four months since I came to town at the 
end of August 1986. 
     "Do you have somewhere else to stay?" asked the same police officer who had helped 
Madame Chalifoux into the cab. 
     "Ah, yes, oui," I said.  "322 rue Marie-Claire, Lasalle." 
     The police officer looked at me strangely.   
     "Pardon?" asked the officer. 
     "Do you have any news of Katie Gawn in apartment one yet?  I saw her name on the 
list that the concierge gave you but she's not been accounted for." 
     "No news as of yet.  No one has seen her," said the officer. 
     "What about Barry Gladstone in apartment four?" 
     "All the ground floor apartments were gutted.  We'll only know by early tomorrow 
morning after the investigation starts."   
     "Are you OK?" asked the officer one last time. 
     "Yes, I'm OK," I repeated. 
     "Do you have somewhere else to stay?" 
     "Yes, I can stay with my girlfriend," I mumbled.  "I'd better go and call her from the 
metro station." 
 
     I left the scene and wandered down to the McGill metro station in total disbelief.  I 
didn't really have a girlfriend and I went to the payphone and called up Katie's number, 
but there was no answer.  How could there be?  The building had just burned down.  
Where was she?  I felt an extreme cloud of guilt swirling around me, as her and Barry's 
ashes must have went up floating up with the building to haunt me.  I had argued with 
both of them and had not seen them for days.  Katie had walked out on me for certain 
reasons that I would rather not discuss.  Barry was mad at me for wrecking his life's 
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dream in reaching the moon.  I will admit I was a bit selfish now, but this poor man's life 
was my inspiration of necessity as Coleridge had his opiates to induce writing.  I wanted 
to learn how to become a writer since I never had any literary calling so I was trying hard 
to do what other famous writers had done:  learn Spanish, and eventually go to Mexico or 
Spain.  I thought by listening to the stories and lives of those poor souls like Barry who 
were even below Willy Loman on the food chain might help my writing.  I had compiled 
my notes at night and I wanted eventually to type them out when I thought I had 
something significant to write down.  Writing didn't come easy to me and I had barely 
written any original compositions in my life until this last month.  I never knew I could 
be so inspired by those who were only but ghosts of my imagination now.   
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2.  Mare Humorum (Sea of Moisture) 
     "Getting to the moon on a welfare check is hard to do," stated Barry Gladstone as he 
rolled a cigarette between his yellowish stained fingers over the beer-soaked tabletop.  I 
hardly knew what to expect from this forty-three-year-old misfit as I sat in his coffin-size 
apartment in downtown Montreal that humid and rainy September day.  The walls were 
grimy with the years of accumulated cigarette smoke residue and apparent lack of any 
recent paint-job.  He told me he had been living there for the past ten years since leaving 
the rough life of growing up in Verdun.     
     "I'm looking to get a team together to go into space," interrupted Barry once again as I 
sat opposite to him on a battered chair at that filthy table positioned near the end of his 
bed.   
     "We'll need translators in space.  Julien, is your French good enough?  Aren't you 
French from Ontario?"  
     "Only half.  My mom was French and my dad English.  My mom absolutely wanted 
my first name to be spelled in French as Julien and not Julian.  Though everyone 
pronounces it like Julian in Ontario." 
     "But you must be able to get by in French?" 
     "Ben oui." 
     "That's it!  You've got to be part of the moon mission crew.  That's French enough for 
my ears.  1986 is a good year to make Montreal space flight history."     
     I had noticed that it was always difficult to get Barry off a topic while his mind 
barreled down the tracks in the hypnotic train of his ingrained habits:  rolling cigarettes 
with some old fashioned tobacco from a pouch, pouring beer from a king-sized can into a 
little shot glass while sipping occasionally, and staring intensely from time to time at the 
map of the moon on the wall beside the table.  I was never quite sure how I became an 
acquaintance of this down-and-out city welfare philanthropist of rue Aylmer but Barry 
Gladstone had no want of freeloader visitors from the neighbourhood Bellini guzzling 
bums.  I was one of the normal visitors to his hole-in-the-wall bachelor apartment as I 
lived two flights up in the same building.  There were literally holes in the wall smashed 
by the drunks who often dropped by for a short stay and left their mark - an unexpected 
fit of violent rage against the inanimate aggressor wall.  Such domestic vandalism made 
Barry extremely nervous so he would put a dilapidated poster over the offensive spot as 
not to rouse any suspicions to the snoopy landlord Monsieur Ballard who personally 
came by the apartments each month to collect the rent.  I never knew where Barry got 
these beat-up posters and each time I dropped by for a visit, there was always something 
new on the walls or some dilapidated knick-knack on his table or bookshelf.  I had never 
yet met any of these so-called visitors but I had it feeling it wouldn't be long before our 
paths would cross.  
     "Didn't you go to university somewhere before McGill?" Barry asked as he rolled 
himself another cigarette. 
     "I dropped out after a year at Lakehead University in Thunder Bay." 
     "Just think, you got a high school diploma and did a year at university just to collect a 
welfare check." 
     "I'm not on welfare.  I'm taking a course at McGill," I said. 
     "How old are you then, Julien?" 
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     "Twenty-one.  Why?" 
     "Just checking.  That's a very bad age in Quebec.  You should have stayed up North," 
Barry said grimly. 
     "Why?"  I asked. 
     "In Quebec there are only three important ages:  sixteen to drive, eighteen to drink, 
and thirty to collect full welfare," said Barry as he opened another can of beer that 
sprayed over the table. 
     "Collect full welfare?" I asked. 
     "Haven't you heard?  Anyone under thirty has to do a work program or they'll cut your 
welfare from $456 to $171 a month.  Even if you finish the program after a year, they still 
cut you again." 
     "How can any financially challenged person live on that?"  
     "You mean a bum under thirty?" Barry said then laughed. 
     "I'm glad I'm not on welfare, nor do I feel like time-warping to age thirty."   
     "Well, if I could only land a job at a print shop for a day, I could make myself a phony 
diploma and get work using my brain." 
     He then turned around as if he heard a noise coming from the back gallery.  He let out 
one of those low self-induced laughs that did not betray his undecipherable thoughts.  
The ashtray on the table was full and Barry got up gracefully to flush the butts down the 
toilet and came back with a damp cloth to wipe the table.  His cleaning efforts only 
partially succeeded.  He then brought me another beer and turned his TV on without the 
sound.   
     "I never got to use my brain where I've worked in the past.  All the odd jobs I've done 
just wanted a strong back.  No resume needed - just two legs and a heartbeat." 
     "That's pretty bad."    
     "When I did factory work, we used to say:  up by seven, down by eight."   
     I laughed so hard I almost spit the beer out of my mouth.  I realized that would soon 
become a familiar danger when in conversation with such a master of self-deprecation. 
     "I got a job in the countryside for one day last summer.  I dug six holes, and knocked 
down a wall.  It didn't help much for my frustration.  Trying to catch a mood is hard to 
do," Barry said as he poured more beer. 
     "I think I understand.  I can't get inspired to write." 
     "What is it, writer's block?" 
     "I wish.  Writing is too much like work.  I keep looking for ideas to write about but I 
can't find any." 
     "I understand.  I don't like working but I like the idea of work.  It just gets me out of 
the apartment.  I always had five or six part-time jobs when I lived in Verdun." 
     "What about now?" 
     "A welfare check and no part-time jobs.  Things will shape up.  I once went to 
volunteer for the city's archeological dig in Old Montreal.  I heard about it on the radio.  
They needed volunteers.  I showed up at Place d'Youville in Old Montreal to sign up and 
they wanted me to pay a twenty dollar deposit on a shovel.  Here I am on welfare, trying 
to do my civic duty and I have to pay to work? Sheesh.  I went home and got drunk." 
     Barry got up and paced back and forth as if he was expecting a visitor.  He opened up 
his front door from time to time, looking out into the hallway and closed it again. 
     "What are you doing?" I asked. 
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     "I thought I heard someone." 
     "Who?" 
     "Anyone of the nutcases I know.  I don't want you to see them." 
     "Why?"    
     "You're normal; too normal for these guys. You're studying at McGill now." 
     "McGill?  Like who cares?" 
     "Whaddya mean?  Every time I walk through the McGill gates, I put on my thinking 
cap." 
     "Really?" 
     "Yep, I become like Einstein.  E=MC two." 
     "That's E=MC squared." 
     "Whatever, but I lose all my knowledge when I step off the university grounds," Barry 
said as he sat down on his bed. 
     "Barry, I'm not that smart.  I'm only taking one Spanish course." 
     Barry suddenly jumped up from sitting on his bed, and saluted me as if I was an 
officer in the army. 
     "Welcome aboard our rocket ship, Sir.  You can be the official French and Spanish 
translator for the historic Montreal moon mission of 1986!" 
 
     As Barry trumpeted his insane plan, he then went completely silent and I started to 
reflect on my past.  Two years before, I had graduated from high school in 1984 and I felt 
a bizarre affinity to George Orwell's famous book 1984.  Not in the way you might think.  
The world had already been taken over by new wave music and that was an oppressive 
regime for my ears, and my hope for real rock and roll to make a comeback was 
dwindling away.  The Ministry of Synth-Pop music had won out.  A guy with an acoustic 
guitar was now passé.  I still kept my guitar just for show and could muster up a few 
Buddy Holly tunes with the few lessons I had taken back in Moonbeam.  I had originally 
went to Lakehead University in Thunder Bay taking a smattering of general arts courses 
only to drop out after a full year when my girlfriend from Porcupine dumped me.  I 
always knew it was a bad idea to get too close to someone from Porcupine--and she 
thought I was the prick!  I spent part of the next year sulking back in Moonbeam in my 
parent's house and trying to write some nature poetry but the creative juices were nothing 
but frozen solid in the never-ending winter.  The whole northland should have been my 
poetic playground:  Thunder Bay, Kapuskasing, Moonbeam, Cochrane, and Timmins.  
But working the night shift at the Bluemoon Motel and Chip Stand in Moonbeam was 
slowly killing me and I had to get out; even if my parents did own the place.  When the 
chance came to accept a job as a part-time bilingual tour guide at the Sir Harry Oakes 
Chateau Museum in Kirkland Lake, I left the comfort of my parents' home and headed 
south to the former Mile of Gold.  Well, once upon at time.  
 
     If this had been the 1930s, I might have tried to be a prospector but I didn't really have 
the drive or energy for such exploits.  I figured that being a writer would be the easiest 
job so I tried to write night after night but failed miserably.  I grew a ponytail and read 
the gritty poems of Robert Service but I didn't possess his wandering soul.  My parents 
were worried about me but luckily the rent was cheap in Kirkland Lake and I had no car.  
Actually, I couldn't afford a car.  To tell you the truth, I actually boarded in a little town 
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called Swastika for the first few months.  It was just minutes away from the booming 
hubbub of Kirkland Lake.  No, it's not what you think since Swastika has had that name 
long before World War Two.  There were no aging Nazi war criminals in dark glasses 
lurking in the shadows at the local roadhouse sipping only on imported German beer.  My 
rented room was cheap near the sinister sounding Swastika Laboratories right beside the 
railway station.  I rode my bike into Kirkland Lake every day.  It was only when I was 
filling out my address on a government form that it hit me:  what would the publishers 
think if I submitted my poetry, short stories, or novels and they saw Swastika on the 
envelop?  It did not inspire my confidence for getting my unwritten works published so I 
hightailed it to a room for rent in Kirkland Lake proper two months later.  I liked my job 
as a bilingual tour guide at the Sir Harry Oakes Chateau but my parents were worried 
about me.  They wanted me to go back to university in Thunder Bay and probably do a 
real degree in Engineering so I could repair our town's most illustrious tourist attraction-a 
roadside spaceship complete with blinking lights.  I'm sure they thought my skills might 
bring in much needed future business from extraterrestrials requiring spaceship repairs.  
 
     Although I sounded cynical, my dear mom suggested I go visit my aunt Louise in 
Montreal for a few weeks to make up my mind.  The idea couldn't have come at a better 
time as the Sir Harry Oakes job turned into being fool's gold and I never got on full-time 
and the prospector spirit in me died.  I left for Montreal in August 1986 with my guitar in 
hand and some money in the bank from my parents.  I had a major shock when I arrived; 
my aunt Louise lived in Laval and that was not exactly downtown Montreal in the heart 
of the action!  Her house was so far in the north that I felt I might as well been back in 
Moonbeam.  After a week of watching mostly TV, I looked in the paper for downtown 
apartments and found a cheap place on rue Aylmer in the heart of the city's madness just 
off of rue Sherbrooke near McGill University.  The narrow street was lined with a mix of 
small apartment buildings and brownstones and led towards Mount Royal .  I rented out 
an apartment early one afternoon, returned to Laval to kiss Tante Louise on both cheeks 
goodbye, and began my downtown life as an aspiring writer with no words yet to his 
name.                      
 
     "How can someone from a place called Moonbeam not want to be part of my moon 
mission?" Barry asked. 
     "What?" I said as I broke out of my trance.  It was easy to daydream around Barry.  
Sometimes he wouldn't talk for fifteen to twenty minutes.   
     "Barry, you know that getting to the moon on a welfare check is hard to do.  And 
besides, Moonbeam with a population of only a thousand can't afford to lose any of its 
citizens.  It's been hard enough on the town since I've been in Montreal for the past few 
weeks." 
     "But we'll need French translators.  I've lived here for forty-three years and I still can't 
speak it," Barry said in his self-mocking tone as he poured himself a bit of beer from an 
oversized can into that shot glass.   
     That was a very strange habit to watch.  I took a swig of a beer directly from my own 
can as I stared at the wall beside the table with the large moon poster partially ripped at 
two of the corners.  The beer tasted gritty like the paint-chipped walls of the small 
apartment tucked away in Montreal's student downtown ghetto.  The never-ending scent 
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of stale smoke and unclean bed sheets of the untidy bachelor pad did not inspire 
confidence in the middle-class visitor.  The kitchen was just a glorified walk-in closet and 
was full of dirty dishes caked with petrified chunks of uneaten food that had not been 
washed since the disappearance of the dinosaurs.  Those plates now contained fossilized 
remnants of many dinners past that stunk to high heaven.  I avoided that place leaving 
those putrid discoveries to be unearthed centuries later by curious apartment 
paleontologists.    
 
     "I came to Montreal to learn some Spanish, and not to go join a moon mission!  I want 
to stick around here for awhile and learn about the city," I said firmly.  I wanted to 
change the topic of conversation that had never varied since the two weeks I had been 
dropping by for some free beer and insane conversations.  Was it worth it?  I was 
beginning to have my doubts.   
     "Tabernacle," Barry cried, as he jumped up and smashed his fist against the moon-
map poster.  I realized that when a uni-lingual Anglophone in Montreal swears in French, 
he's usually twice as mad as a Francophone.   
     "What the hell are you doing?" 
     "A fucking cockroach just went on my moon poster!"  
     I looked up to see the remains of the unlucky lunar explorer splattered over Mare 
Tranquillitatis.  Barry backed off and did not even attempt to clean up the little hanging 
cockroach legs off the moon's surface.  He surely knew that gravity would do its thing in 
this small apartment. 
     "That cockroach may have beaten me to the moon this time, but he won't come back 
alive to tell about it." 
     "It's a dangerous mission," I said as I took another sip of beer then placed the can 
down on the table next to the sticky spot where I had split beer two days ago.  
     "The moon is where it's at.  I've given up on planet Earth.  You should understand 
better than anyone else alive.  You're from Moonbeam." 
     "Moonbeam might as well be in outer space.  Northern Ontario is pretty far from 
Montreal.  It's not just a place you go to visit on a whim." 
     "But I heard they have a giant UFO there?" 
     "Yeah, it's a roadside attraction.  Every trucker in Northern Ontario that passes by 
knows about it.  Our town doesn't need any help from extra-terrestrials coming down to 
the planet--we have enough of those born right in our own village." 
     Barry laughed and did not have a witty comeback for a change. 
     "Who told you about our UFO?" I asked. 
     Barry rolled another greasy cigarette between his caked fingertips and licked the 
rolling papers barely missing his unkempt moustache. 
     "I went to do some construction work in Thunder Bay a few years back with my 
brother and we drove past Moonbeam." 
     "How long did that job last?" 
     "Two months, but I quit after two days and took the Voyageur bus home.  Some of the 
guys working on the crew thought I was a narc.  I can't help it if I look like a reject cop?" 
I laughed while Barry made fun of himself, as he so often liked to do.  Barry did fit the 
bill.  His portly frame, large head, and nervous gestures might make anyone suspicious of 
him.  His disheveled sloppy haircut and workman's green clothes made him look like a 
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labourer but his only job was cashing his monthly welfare check at the store to pay his 
rent and the rest went for his store bill.  His confused blue eyes looked over at me as if I 
was to tell him a truth or something.  I don't even remember how I met Barry.  He's not 
the type of guy you are introduced to by someone or whom you might find at a social 
event.  He just appears to you (and you can never get rid of him afterwards). 
     "So what do your parents do in Moonbeam?" Barry asked intelligibly. 
     "They own a business," I replied. 
     "A business?  What kind of business?  Supplying parts to the visiting extra-terrestrials 
for their UFO?"  Barry smirked to himself as he looked over at the tattered moon poster 
to see if another cockroach would try another lunar landing." 
     "Are you looking for another lunatic?" I asked. 
     He smirked in that strange unintelligible way that meant his world was inside that 
confused mass he called his head. 
     "My parents run a local motel." 
     "A motel?  They must be rich." 
     "Not exactly.  The Bluemoon Motel and Chipstand isn't exactly the investor's choice 
on Bay Street." 
     "Bay Street?" asked the confused Barry. 
     "You know, Toronto?  Bay Street?  Anyway, my parents own that motel and it's 
basically a haven for truckers and bushwhackers." 
     "I like the bush.  It reminds me of being a kid walking through the woods.  They've cut 
down most of the trees in Verdun.  That's why I moved into the McGill ghetto.  We have 
more trees here on Aylmer and up on the mountain.  
     "I like it here too.  It's better than being in Moonbeam.  I had to get away from there." 
     "Why?  You can stay for free in your parents' motel." 
     "It's too cold in the winter up there.  I had to get out." 
     "It's very cold in space, Julien.  That's normal." 
     Suddenly, the radio that had been turned down low in the background peaked Barry's 
interest. 
     "Wait a second, it's the Moody Blues," Barry said intensely. 
     I was starting to realize all my eccentric neighbour's strange habits, and it was difficult 
to keep a conversation going without strange and sudden interruptions.  He turned up the 
radio and an old song played and we remained silent until it stopped.  He then turned it 
off completely.  Nothing seemed to make sense when Barry was concerned but 
sometimes he volunteered some answers. 
     "Sorry about that.  They're my favourite band.  I once thought they had all the answers 
and I started to write them a letter.  But the next morning when I woke up, I couldn't 
remember what the questions were so I ripped up the letter." 
     The past and present for this man was a world only he inhabited and few could enter.  
I could only catch lightning glimpses of these forgotten events as they surfaced when he 
would start laughing to himself and roll his eyes.   
     "Do you like rock and roll?" he asked. 
     "Yes, I can play some Buddy Holly on the guitar." 
     "That's some really old shit." 
     He suddenly looked very sad and puffed on his cigarette. 
     "Rock and roll is on its way out.  It'll be dead when Yoko Ono dies." 
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     I laughed out loud.  I had not quite caught the intended joke of his last line but it 
reigned in ludicrousness.  I did not know what to say. 
     "You're young.  You can still save rock and roll before it dies.  There's a local band 
called Three O'Clock Train that are Montreal's last rock n rollers.  You should open for 
them." 
     "But I can't even play that well." 
     "That never stopped The Monkees from making it big!" 
     He then got up and went to his fridge to get another king can of beer.  As he was 
coming back from the kitchen, Barry looked fiercely across the small ugly room to the 
moon poster and saw a large cockroach resting on Mare Imbrium.  He then moved in one 
swift motion and smashed his hand at the second intruder that had made it to the moon 
before him.  This one got away as it fell onto the table and scurried down the leg to 
narrowly escape through a wide crack in the floor. 
 
     I couldn't stay for long bouts in Barry's small apartment without being overwhelmed 
by the smoke before running out of air.  I generally dropped by every few days to see 
what stories he had to tell since I knew no one else in town.  Living in the Montreal 
student ghetto on rue Aylmer was a big change from the tiny snugness of Moonbeam.  In 
my hometown, I could see all the stars in the night sky and relish in the Northern Lights 
but in the haze of the big city lights, there was nothing to see except the occasional 
flickering attempt of a bright star to shine down into the hazy streets of post-modern 
humanity.  I guess our mutual interest in astronomy brought us together as drinking 
acquaintances of often epic proportions until he would see something on the muted TV 
that he didn't like and he'd get up and say, "You'd better leave now."   
 
     I dropped by one afternoon coming back from my Spanish class and as soon as I 
entered, I smelt the familiar scent of smoke and alcohol going full blast at 1:00 o'clock in 
the early afternoon.  Barry opened his door and immediately went to his fridge to get me 
a beer.  He opened it up and put it on the table in front of me. 
     "If only people would believe I'm Elvis Presley, everything would be alright." 
     I looked at this sad guy and wondered if Elvis had given up music and Graceland for a 
workman's getup and a monthly welfare royalty check.  Most likely, I thought.  Didn't 
Barry once say he moved into his apartment in 1977?  Just after I had made up my mind 
that he was Elvis incognito, this king of one-liners spouted again. 
     "If only they would believe I'm Jim Morrison, but I lost my voice." 
     "Hey, didn't you just say you were Elvis?" 
     "I'll never be able to touch my millions and get to the moon." 
     I laughed.  This guy was the unclaimed King of the One-Liners.   
     "Do you want to read my 200 pages of poetry?" 
     "Another time, another time, Barry.  I just dropped by today to tell you that Madame 
Chalifoux is looking for you.  She said she knocked on your door several times but you 
didn't answer.  She could hear your radio through the door. 
     "I'm a big radio fan.  Everyone knows that.  I even turn it up when I leave the 
apartment." 
     "She thought you were home because she heard your radio was on.  She just lives 
down the hallway." 
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     "That old woman has been in this building forever.  She was here when Expo 67 took 
place.  She gives me a beer sometimes.  She's too old for me... even if I was drunk." 
     "She just wants you to look at her TV." 
     "I'm no TV repairman.  I don't even turn the sound on mine.  I just put on the radio 
and watch the TV." 
     "She says you fixed it once." 
     "Yeah, my bad mistake.  Now she can't keep her hands off me." 
     "Get real, Barry.  She's a nice old lady." 
     "Julien, do you know what was wrong with her TV last time?" 
     "No, what?" 
     "She said it hadn't worked in years.  Just like me.  She's rude.  Anyway, her TV 
wouldn't turn on and when I looked behind the TV set, I noticed the plug had been pulled 
out of the wall!"     
     Barry laughed and I almost choked on my bad beer. 
     "She's so old now and as blind as a bat.  Somehow her TV got unplugged.  She called 
me a genius and ever since then has given me the occasional beer." 
Barry took some tobacco from his pouch and started the rolling process.  I glanced over 
at the wall and saw a certificate I had not noticed before.  I stood up and walked over to 
it.  It said Canadian Champion of and the rest of the certificate had been scrawled over. 
     "What is this?" 
     "It's my award." 
     "For what?" I asked in amazement. 
     Barry laughed but did not answer.  Here was a man claiming to be Elvis Presley, Jim 
Morrison, and now an all Canadian Champion of some unknown activity.  This new 
development in my madman friend's past sparked my interest and I wanted to get to the 
bottom of the mystery of one who had fallen from acclaim to living impoverished in a 
coffin-sized apartment in Montreal on welfare.   
     "What were you champion of?" I persisted. 
     He puffed away on his home-rolled smoke and said, "My sport was in the Olympics 
but I was not.  I'd rather not talk about it or I'll have to ask you to leave." 
I looked at this sad man whom did not resemble an athlete in the least.  He could have 
easily passed for a failed bowler but he said that bowling made him dizzy.  He exhaled 
his smoke that passed through the statue of the Roman soldier that he kept in the center of 
his table.  It must have been his icon of inspiration.  This undaunted Roman became 
engulfed in a thick fog, which was cut through with his outstretched sword.  The soldier 
was made of phony brass and was stuck there on the table for all eternity--or until he was 
knocked over by one of the many iterant panhandlers whom often came by to spend a few 
hours to smoke and drink at Barry's expense. 
     "I started smoking hash when I was nine, quit when I was twenty-nine," the confused 
welfare philosopher stated suddenly.  "Now I've given it up.  A respectable man in his 
40s must become a gentleman smoker and drinker as Howard Hughes once said." 
     "Yeah, but look how he ended up?" I said. 
     Barry laughed.  I didn't feel like staying that long and getting drunk in the afternoon 
because I had some homework to do.  I didn't need any help from la cerveza to make me 
mix up my verb tenses in Spanish.  I was also very glad Barry did not go on about his 
moon mission today and he seemed to be more lucid than usual.  His only goal in life was 
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to get to the moon and I felt sorry for him.  We all have dreams and goals but how could 
he surely ever expect to reach that?  He often picked up cans and bottles off the street.  I 
originally saw him picking up a beer bottle in the gutter and was surprised he lived in my 
building.  Actually, I was surprised anyone lived in my building.  That ramshackle castle 
was not fit for any human habitation but student residents (next to seniors) are often the 
lowest on the food chain in a structured society based on capitalism. 
     "All of my other friends are bums, nuts, drunks, addicts, or either dead.  You're my 
only normal friend." 
Suddenly, Barry looked depressed and he glanced over at his beloved moon poster.  I 
feared he was going to start up again.  Oh boy! 
     "You're going to help me get to the moon, Julien.  You've got to help me." 
     "How can I do that?" Won't ever shut up I thought. 
     "You're smart.  You're at McGill." 
     "But I'm only taking one course..." 
     "Don't you know that Captain Kirk went to McGill too?" 
     "Captain Kirk from Star Trek?" 
     "William Shatner is an old Montrealer.  He went to McGill.  It's a sign, tabernacle."  
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3.  Mare Nectaris (Sea of Nectar) 
     A few days later as I was walking on the sidewalk towards my apartment building, I 
ran into Barry. 
     "Where are you off to Barry?" 
     "I'm on my way to get some wine, the nectar of the Gods." 
     "Wine?  I thought you never drink wine.  You said it's too strong and makes your head 
spin?"  
     "It's astronomy club night.  I just got their monthly newsletter in the mail today.  I 
can't go without having a bottle of wine in me first." 
     Barry fidgeted and asked, "Do you want to come along?" 
     I hesitated at the offer of having to drink a bottle of wine before someone would have 
to go to an astronomy club.  I never thought getting loaded would make looking through 
a telescope more appealing.   
     "But why do you have to drink a bottle of wine first? 
     Barry eyes flickered, his hands moved nervously in his green workman pants' pockets 
rattling the little change he owned in the world. 
     "People." 
     "People?" I curiously replied. 
     "You know people.  Too many there in such a small space." 
     I looked up at the dimming sky and could not see any stars from rue Aylmer's 
hideaway locale.   
     "What small place?  Don't you go to a park or something?" 
     "Oh, this meeting is not outside.  It's up in that little observatory." 
     "What observatory?" 
     "On Mount Royal, near the hospital." 
     "Really, I never knew there was an observatory up there." 
     "Come on.  Let's get some wine and head up together later." 
     I hesitated at the offer but reconsidered thinking that after a bit of free wine, it might 
seem like a good idea; or not. 
     "OK, let's go get some wine." 
     We went to the store and Barry bought two bottles on credit of the cheapest white 
wine with a cork he could find.  We then went back to his apartment and initiated the 
evening of stargazing.  Barry scrambled in his apartment looking for a corkscrew, while 
muttering indecipherable lines as he opened up squeaky cupboards and rattled the 
drawers filled with battered knives and forks.  Finally, he reappeared from his closet-like 
kitchen with a Swiss army knife that had definitely seen better days.  The corkscrew on it 
was twisted out of shape and I hardly felt any neutrality about the quality of its durability.  
     "You found one?" 
     "Yeah, I bought this new only a year ago." 
     "What!  It looks like it's been through World War Three," I said.  Actually, almost 
everything whether new or old had a way of being converted into a rotting relic in Barry's 
apartment.  Definitely a place for detailed scientific study with an esteemed university so 
close by. 
     "Did you know that my father was a World War Two veteran?" 
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     "Really?  Whose side did he fight on?  Or does he even remember?" I said as I felt the 
wine making me witty. 
     "Smartass!" scowled Barry.   
     "I'm just joking.  I know how patriotic you are." 
     "Damn right.  I set up chairs at the local armoury meetings just to be close to the 
veterans." 
     "That's a nice thing to do." 
     Barry chuckled insanely, took the rusty old pocketknife, and then attempted to open 
the first bottle. 
     "If one wants to get to the moon, a few part-time jobs helps." 
     "I thought you volunteered at the armoury?" 
     "Are you kidding?  They pay me ten bucks an hour to set up the chairs for their 
meetings; all under the table and in cash.  You know how hard it is to earn a living on 
welfare?"      
     "Don't you ever feel guilty about working under the table?" I asked. 
     "Give me a break?  The veterans are always complaining how the government has 
screwed them and I think this is their way of getting back."   
     "So all this extra cash is going to pay for our moon mission?" 
     "No.  Just my beer tab at the local dépanneur." 
     Barry opened the wine and I realized he had forgotten to bring two glasses.  He went 
back into the kitchen and I heard the tap running as he apparently was trying to clean two 
juice glasses that were once clean in another life.  He brought them out and I could see 
the dégoûtant greasy fingerprints all over their muddy surface.  Sherlock Holmes would 
have no trouble investigating the perpetrator of the crime of The Unwashed Dishes.  The 
culprit's prints were all over the evidence.  Before I could excuse myself to get another 
glass, he poured some wine and a toast was raised. 
     "To the astronomy club," Barry said as his eyes darted left to right. 
     "To the club," I said as I raised my grubby glass.  "Maybe you can introduce me to 
some of the cute female members?" 
     "What do you mean?" 
     "You know?" I asked. 
     "Wait a second.  I've never even been to this club.  It'll be my first time tonight," Barry 
stammered. 
     "What?  Your first time tonight?  I thought you get their monthly newsletter." 
     "Yeah, I do.  I subscribe to it for $15 a year but I've never been to a meeting yet." 
     "And we're getting drunk for the first meeting?" 
     Barry poured himself and myself some more wine and his logic escaped me once 
again.  This whole meeting idea might turn into a drunken fiasco.  What had I got myself 
into?  I gulped down the wine and had even some more.  In about an hour, we had each 
finished off a bottle and the intoxicating effects were still delayed but getting worse by 
the minute.  Barry stood up, being more massive in body weight but he wasn't used to 
drinking wine.  He went to his tiny bathroom while my head was feeling woozy as I got 
up and looked closely at the moon map poster.  For a second, I thought Mare Imbrium 
said Mare Inebriated and I laughed.  I no longer saw the hanging leg remnants of the 
cockroach on Mare Tranquillitatis and I wondered in my silly state if its soul had passed 
over to the far side of the moon.  Barry came out of the bathroom, combing his 
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disheveled brown hair and we left the apartment.  He made sure to turn the radio up as he 
left.   
     "Cockroaches hate music," he said.  "It scares them away." 
     I didn't question him on that subject as we walked up rue Aylmer towards the hospital.  
As we hurried past two feisty backpackers on their way to the youth hostel on the same 
street, the whole September evening seemed warm and ludicrous.  Maybe it was the 
wine?  Why would anyone want to carry so much on his back like a turtle I thought?  I 
wouldn't dare guess what Barry was thinking.  That's the strangest thing.  I never knew 
what he was thinking and I felt more comfortable not to.  I thought it was best to just let 
him say his crazy one-liners and leave it at that.  Trying to get inside the mind of a 
madman who thinks he's not mad is like trying to break into a bank vault that contains no 
money.  What's the point? 
 
     As we started up the annoying slope of rue Aylmer towards Avenue des Pins, the 
effects of the wine and exercise did not mix well.  Barry prodded forward and I was 
trying not to stumble while breathing harder due to the steep incline.   
     "Are you sure you know where you're going?" I asked. 
     "Yeah, it's just past the hospital.  Hey, maybe you should have brought your guitar?" 
     "My guitar?  To an astronomy club?  You're drunk Barry." 
     "No, we're just passing by The Yellow Door, the oldest coffeehouse in Canada." 
     "What's that have to do with my guitar?" 
     "It's an old folk club for burned out hippies.  Maybe you can play there on open stage 
night and save rock and rock?" 
     "I'm not very good.  I only know a few old songs." 
     "You'll be the man of the hour." 
     "Why?  Because I just drank a full bottle of wine in only an hour?  I'm really starting 
to get dizzy." 
     "Keep going.  We'll be at the club soon." 
 
     It was almost eight o'clock and already getting dark by the time we neared the Royal 
Victoria Hospital's arch in the roadway.  If there ever was a more awkward place to have 
a hospital, it was this one.  The hospital was built on the southeast slope of Mount Royal 
and best accessible to hikers and rock climbing enthusiasts.  Fortunately, we might have a 
use for it services yet as one of us might collapse from exhaustion from the trek upwards 
that was pushing the limits of our habitual lower-ville leisure.  Barry stopped near the 
archway to roll a cigarette and I noticed the sign for the Montreal Neurological Institute.  
I read aloud the motto that was carved in the stone wall, "The problem of neurology is to 
understand man himself".   
     Barry seemed amused and said, "You go in there sane; you come out insane."   
     He then threw his cigarette on the ground and stomped on it, twisting it under his 
shoe.   
"It's out.  We can go." 
     We then continued our journey underneath the archway and through a parking lot on 
the right.  We followed along the back of the bleachers of the McGill Stadium to a 
ramshackle building that was stuck in the corner of a field, but it gave a clear view of the 
northern starry sky.  As we reached the small building, the door was open and we 
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entered.  There was no welcoming committee, no fanfare, and we nervously sat down on 
uncomfortable hard chairs that looked like the ones from my high school's auditorium.  
This was no time for flashbacks.  We tried to sit as far away as possible in the back to 
avoid the serious club members detecting our boozing prelude and subtle weaving on our 
chairs.  Strangely enough, no one really noticed us and there were about ten other older 
members that were talking among themselves until a nervous-looking guy whose gray 
hair resembled a jumbled mess got up and turned on a computer on the front table.  I had 
rarely ever seen a computer outside of the clunkers we had in high school and I was 
amazed at the black screen with the green blinking thing.  I had no idea what it all meant.   
     "Maybe we should get out of here, Barry?" 
     "No way.  No one cares," he whispered. 
     I looked around the small room and saw old volumes of books on dark wooden 
shelves.  This little cabin had been converted into a mini observatory in a clearing of the 
tree-covered Mount Royal.  It reminded of the log cabin that my grandfather built near 
Cochrane.  This little makeshift observatory was quite cozy in fact and for a few 
moments I zoned out and thought I was back up North.  I woke up in a few minutes when 
I heard the speaker's voice boom through the cabin. 
     "I have spent the last three years developing this program that tracks the moon's 
position and phases," said the professor-looking amateur. 
     One of the members spoke up, "Hasn't a similar moon phase program already been 
developed by Microbotch Software?  Aren't you just reinventing the wheel?"      
     The speaker looked annoyed under the dim light in the room and he typed in some 
commands that made his computer screen flash on and off with flickering columns of 
green numbers.  It was making me dizzy. 
     "Yes, they have their limited software.  Mine does things theirs doesn't do." 
     "Like what?" asked the same inquisitive man who wouldn't let up. 
     "It shows precise numerical data on the moon's position in the sky from all over the 
world, from 1,000,000 BC to 1,000,000 AD." 
     The presenter typed in the date one million years in advance and after ten minutes of 
processing, the screen was full of strange numbers. 
     "Wait a second!  It just looks like a screen full of numbers to me," Barry said out loud 
without thinking. 
     "It's supposed to be like that!  My program is more accurate than any other astronomy 
program could ever hope to be," the presenter said proudly.  "It's the fruit of my life's 
work." 
     "He's a fruitcake alright," Barry whispered to me. 
     Another man in the group stood up and rubbed his forehead.  He strained his eyes 
forward and spoke, "But Microbotch's program has actual images of the moon's phases.  
Yours only looks like numbers and letters." 
     "Who needs images?" the irritated guest speaker said.  "Everyone knows what the 
boring moon looks like.  It's the same silly thing every month." 
     "Hey!  I don't see a bunch of frigging letters when I look at the moon through a 
telescope," Barry said, then burped unexpectedly. 
     At that moment, I thought a fistfight was about to break out; Barry should have kept 
his mouth shut.  The insulted presenter then picked up the computer monitor and 
motioned as if he was going to throw it on the ground.  He hesitated, apparently 
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reorganizing the thoughts in his head and then placed it back on the table.  He then 
stormed out of the little cabin and everyone remained silent. This whole stargazing 
expedition had turned into a drunken fiasco.  This was a club for serious amateur 
astronomy buffs and we were alien invaders from another planet.  Everyone just stared at 
the screen of useless numbers blinking on and off until one of the other members stood 
up and hit the power switch killing the machine's life. 
     "The meeting is adjourned." 
     As the members started to talk among each other and the hum of voices returned back 
to normal in the room, a young lanky guy with curly black hair came up to us in the back.   
     "Bonjour, I'm Richard.  That was a pretty funny line you said.  I agree with you 
completely.  Don't worry about him.  That's not the first time he's almost blown up at 
someone.  He's a wanna-be Einstein without a degree to his name." 
Barry laughed and seemed suddenly more at ease. 
     "I'm Barry.  This is my friend Julien." 
     "I've never seen you two at the club before.  Is this your first time here?" 
     "Yes," I said and Barry remained quiet. 
     "We normally don't meet here; only during the fall when the stargazing conditions are 
better.  Hey, do you want to go up on the roof and use the telescope?" 
     "There's a telescope?" I asked. 
     "Of course.  You see that little circular iron staircase at the far end of the cabin.  It 
leads up to the telescope.  Come on; let's go up before they close the place down.  I know 
how to use it because I work at a camera and telescope shop in the east end.   
I followed Richard up the claustrophobic staircase into a small domed garret and Richard 
opened up the metal roof.  He worked the controls on the telescope like an expert and 
said, "Hey, do you want to see the Andromeda Galaxy?" 
     At that point, Barry who had been the last one up suddenly started wheezing and he 
violently puked down the spiral stairs. 
 
As we walked down the mountain, Barry remained silent and I was angry that our 
stargazing had been cut short.  I didn't even get to see the Andromeda Galaxy through the 
telescope.  Luckily, Richard had some old cloths used for buffing the telescope in the 
garret and we cleaned up the mess on the stairs.  That was one job I would never want to 
repeat and Barry knew I was mad at him.  The only reason I didn't feel completely 
embarrassed about the whole stargazing expedition was because of the excessive wine I 
had consumed that night.  I could hardly imagine that we would ever become 
distinguished members of the Royal Astronomical Society after such a fiasco.  As we 
finally approached our building, Barry suddenly let out a small laugh. 
     "I guess Richard was more into deep space objects.  I'm more interested in this solar 
system." 
     "What do you mean?" I asked, frustrated as ever over the embarrassment I suffered 
this evening. 
     "Let's leave deep space to the future generations of Montrealers." 
     I was in no mood for his one-liners. 
     "How could you have thrown up?  You puked down the stairs and it dripped all the 
way back into the cabin?  That was so embarrassing.  Fuck, and now I smell like puke!" 
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     Barry stayed silent and suddenly stopped walking, catching me off-guard as he looked 
behind him down the dark street.   
     "What is it now?"   
     "Andromeda is my daughter." 
     "What?" I said. 
     "Yes, my daughter is called Andromeda.  When Richard mentioned her name, I 
suddenly felt sick.  She must be ten now and I haven't seen her for years." 
     "You have a daughter called Andromeda?  Are you joking?" 
     "My ex-girlfriend got pregnant ten years ago. She told me I was the father but she 
wanted nothing to do with me.  If I tried to see my daughter, she'd call the cops." 
     "She can't do that," I said. 
     "She can if you have a record," Barry said as he fumbled nervously giggling the keys 
in his pocket.  
     "Oh no.  I don't want to know about this.  I don't want to know.  I came to Montreal 
just to learn Spanish." 
     "It's not what you think, Julien." 
     "I don't know what to think anymore.  You're going to get me into real trouble one 
day.  An aspiring writer is supposed to get a bad reputation only after he's famous." 
     "I loved her madly, two times." 
     "I can't take this.  You can stay out on the street.  I'm going back to my apartment 
now." 
     "Wait a second, Julien.  I've got an idea."   
     "What now?  I wanna go." 
     "Maybe you can phone up my ex-girlfriend and speak to my daughter Andromeda for 
me." 
     "I don't want to get arrested.  Besides, I don't believe anyone would call their daughter 
Andromeda." 
     Barry shifted the keys in his pocket again. 
     "Well, her name isn't exactly Andromeda.  It's Andrea.  I just liked to call her that." 
     "Sheesh," I said.  
     "I only caught a glimpse of her in the street a few years ago.  I wasn't even sure if it 
was her.  My ex-girlfriend and my daughter were looking nervous and walking fast in the 
other direction.  I can't even remember what my daughter looks like." 
     "That's pretty rough.  Can't you do something about it?" 
     "I thought if you phoned..." 
     "No way.  That's too nuts.  It's your kid.  You've got to do something about it." 
     "My ex-girlfriend won't let me see my daughter.  After we broke up, I crashed through 
her living room window telling her I loved her." 
     "What do you mean by crashed?" 
     "I jumped through a plate-glass window to tell her I loved her because she wouldn't let 
me in the door."   
     "I think you've got real problems, Barry.  Go home and sleep it off," I said. 
     "But I did it for love?" he mumbled as if regurgitating some old sappy song lyrics. 
     "That's it.  You're sticking to beer from now on.  No more wine for you!" 
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4.  Mare Imbrium (Sea of Rains)  
     A few days later when I was rushing into my apartment building entrance to escape 
the rain, I was startled by an unexpected voice behind me. 
     "Hey, do you play guitar?" 
     "Excuse me?" I said as I turned around with my acoustic guitar case in hand.  The 
intense girl with the bleached-blond hair who lived in the same building was standing 
there in the hallway.   
     "I asked if you play guitar?" she said coyly. 
     "I try not to admit it," I replied jokingly. 
     "Well, it's kinda hard when you're carrying that big case around." 
     "But if you notice, I always carry it backwards to fool the fans." 
     She smiled and I noticed her funky lightning bolt earrings as she moved her head side 
to side.  She had many colorful pins of band names all over her faded jean jacket. 
     "Were you playing in the metro?" 
     "Almost.  It's not my day.  I tried to go down to Place des Arts metro to play but some 
other musician creep kicked me out of the spot saying I wasn't on the list." 
     "What list?" 
     "Apparently there's a list that I didn't know about.  Then there was this tough-looking 
bald guy in a leather jacket standing nearby who told me not to listen to that craquepotte 
and set up a little farther away." 
     "So did you?" 
     "No, I didn't feel like causing any more problems.  I've only been in town for a few 
weeks.  I just left the metro station, tried to sing on the street, and then it started raining 
really hard.  As you can see, I'm a bit soaked." 
     "I'm used to the rain.  I'm from Vancouver.  It doesn't bother me at all." 
     "How long have you been here?" I asked.   
     "About two weeks.  I've seen you around a couple of times." 
     "Yeah.  I've seen you too. Your hair stands out." 
     "What?" she said as her eyes opened widely. 
     "I mean, the colour.  I didn't mean it in a bad way or anything like that.  It's unique." 
     "Thanks.  But it was uniquely mauve last week.  Didn't you notice that?" 
     "Sorry." 
     "I'm just railin' ya." 
     "I scare easily," I said while laughing nervously. 
     "What type of stuff do you play?" as she ran her fingers with the many strange rings 
along the black guitar case. 
     "A few Buddy Holly tunes, that's about it."  She laughed and leaned back against the 
paint-chipped wall. 
     "I take it you don't like Buddy Holly?" I said. 
     "No, I never said that.  He's pretty cool but shouldn't you update your sound to 
something a little more 80ish like Ultra Vox, Simple Minds, The Pretenders?  It's good 
stuff and you'd probably make more money playing in the metro." 
     "Well I can't really play anything else.  My dad taught me the song Every Day that he 
played in his high school talent show.  I'm just learning.  I don't have many tapes with 
me."   
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     "Maybe I could lend you some of my tapes?" she said. 
 
     Her smile was so sincere yet deviously flirty at the same time.  The last woman who 
lent me a tape in Thunder Bay showed up on my doorstep at midnight to get it back.  
Unfortunately, my girlfriend was staying over at the time and didn't find it very funny.  
The prospect of a woman giving me tapes made me nervous.  I was not sure what to 
make of my newfound friend whose name I did not even know yet.   
     "Sure, that'd be great," I replied without thinking but I wanted to know more about 
her.  I desperately wanted to ask her name but I didn't want her to think I was hitting on 
her so soon; in the building lobby no less.  A rejection could prove to be fatal in such 
close quarters.  I would never be able to calmly check my mailbox again without looking 
side-to-side.  I mean, she was interesting; more than interesting, but I was not very 
confident in love matters.  I also figured I would obviously run into her again since we 
lived in the same building.  I'd wait for next time.  She was not hard to miss in her short 
skirts and funky tops.  Her apartment was closest to the entrance and I wondered what it 
looked like inside as I was talking to her in the hallway.  Did she have a boyfriend?  
Would she ever consider going out with me for coffee? 
     "Well, I have to bolt," she said. 
     "Nice meeting you," I replied shyly. 
     As she exited out the main entrance door, I started up the stairwell when she came 
rushing back in.  
     "I forgot my wallet," she said. 
     "You can't do much without that," I said. 
     "I have a purchase to make."   
     She smiled as she unlocked the door to her apartment while I was walking up the 
stairs.  I thought our conversation was over until she said, "Hey, what's your name? 
Mine's Katie, from Vancouver." 
     "OK Katie from Vancouver, I'm Julien, from Moonbeam." 
     "Moonbeam?  Where the hell is that?" she blurted out crazily.  She let out a devious 
smile that sent sparks through my body.  I thought for an intense split-second how to 
answer a girl I did not want to alienate, though her reaction slightly annoyed me with her 
sassiness about my hometown.   
     "Where is Moonbeam?" I replied, "Two flights up the stairs in apartment fourteen," I 
said as I smiled and kept climbing the stairs.  She laughed again.  I made it to my 
apartment and sat on my old vinyl couch.  I watched as the rain splashed at my window 
and I thought of my ex-girlfriend.  I may be from Moonbeam, but at least Katie was not 
from Porcupine.  I could trust her.  She certainly was the coolest girl I'd ever seen--almost 
looking like she was from another world with her outer space cheekiness.  I took my 
guitar out of the case, strummed a melancholic E minor chord and started to sing a song: 
 
I know, look above, there's more love in another world 
I can only love, love a girl from another world. 
 
     Unfortunately, our earthly romance did not take off like rockets into space despite a 
few flirtatious encounters over the next few weeks.  It seemed rather on shaky ground 
when I noticed she had started to hang around the girl Penny who lived on the floor 
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below me with her skinhead boyfriend who said more than once he wanted to take a 
sharp razor to my ponytail.  I did not find his sense of humor funny at all if he had one.  
They lived in their one room bachelor apartment that was an exact mirror of my own, and 
constantly trying to grapple with their oversized bulldog Checkers.  Penny had the added 
task of pacifying her boyfriend's volcanic mood swings.  I generally avoided them but she 
became quite nice to me once she learned I was a musician.  I was afraid to tell people I 
was a writer since I had never written anything yet so I used the all-encompassing generic 
musician label for the time being.  The boyfriend said I couldn't be a real musician 
without a band and he wouldn't let me forget that fact.  I didn't feel like getting beat up so 
I laughed it off.  It was only when Katie blabbed to him that I had once lived in Swastika, 
Ontario did I get on his good side.  Sick fuck. 
 
     To my dismay, Katie hung around them all the time and she left me out on much of 
their partying and going to bars.  I didn't have that much money anyway, but I had some 
of my education savings from my parents but Penny and the skinhead made me too 
nervous.  Penny was often flirting with other guys with her boyfriend around and I did 
not want to end up being beaten to a complete pulp; even my Swastika days might not 
even save me from his wrath where his girlfriend was concerned.  Katie was slipping 
away and she ignored me most of the time now and I felt depressed about it.  I had 
already fantasized about her being up in my room, drinking some wine, lighting an old 
candle, and playing some soft guitar chords for her.  Her intensity and rough edges 
attracted me but I was too submissive to make a move.  I tried to write a love poem for 
her but failed miserably.  I tried to write a short story about the skinhead who wanted to 
cut off my ponytail but I ripped it up after only my first page.  My inspiration was as vide 
as his lack of hair!  My experiences were not helping at all to make me a writer.  I tried to 
write in French, in English, but nothing worked.  My Spanish course was the only 
productive thing in my life and I figured I would one day have to leave to Mexico or 
Spain by next year.  There must be something in the water in those countries that made 
writers into literary giants.   
 
     Another dreary week passed and I did not bother to stop by Barry's apartment or 
anyone else's in the building.  It was a rainy and dismal fall.  One evening while returning 
to the building during a thunderstorm, I unexpectedly ran into Katie again.  Her spiked 
coloured hair of the week was now blue and she was wearing a black vinyl raincoat, 
which I liked a lot and I still felt a shiver of excitement as I saw her unlocking her 
apartment door.  She looked at me and smiled. 
     "Julien, how are you?  Long time no see.  Whatcha been up to?" 
     "Not much.  It's been raining a lot this week.  I've just been studying for my Spanish 
midterm at the library," I said as I shook my partially folded umbrella of its water. 
     "I never asked you before.  Why are you taking Spanish?" 
     "It's a secret." 
     "What do you mean a secret?  You can tell me!" she roared. 
     "It's kind of personal.  Not many people know." 
     "Come on, tell me.  I'll give you a beer.  I've got some in my apartment," she insisted. 
     "Well..." 
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     "Come on in and dry off.  I like making people spill their guts about their nasty little 
secrets." 
     She smiled in her unabashed way that I couldn't resist and I never had once been in 
her apartment.  She opened the door and the first thing I saw on the old battered 
hardwood floor was a pair of painted baby blue army boots." 
     "Cool boots!  Did you do that?" 
     "Yeah, I have an artistic side.  It's my own design.  I'm in Fine Arts at Concordia but I 
live in the McGill Ghetto.  Go figure."   
     We both laughed and she went over to the fridge and offered me a Black Label beer.  I 
could smell the scent of a faint perfume that lingered on the edge of my senses as I 
absorbed the strange art she had all over the place.  The thunder boomed as I looked 
through her curtains to the sidewalk.   
 
     Her bachelor apartment was very pristinely clean and sparse compared to Barry's 
never-ending mess.  Mine was somewhere in between.  She brought me a bottle of Black 
Label beer and took a swig from her own and looked over at me. 
     "So what's this big secret you've been hiding from us all?" 
     "It's not really a secret." 
     "Tell me!" she blurted out. 
     "Well, I'm trying to be a writer." 
     "Huh?" was her only reply. 
     "Yes, I want to be a writer." 
     "Let me get this straight.  You are trying to become a writer but it's a big secret.  I 
don't get it, man." 
She took another swig of beer.  The thunder boomed again. 
     "Well..." 
     "Yes, what?!  Out with it Kerouac!!!" 
     "Well, I haven't written anything yet," I said nervously, as I drank more beer. 
     "What do you have to fear, Shakespeare?" 
     "I just don't think I have the knack for writing.  I want so bad to write but I can't even 
finish a single line of a poem and be happy with it." 
     "Oh, I see.  That happens to many writers.  They call it writer's block, but I call it a 
cop-out." 
     "Hey, I don't have writer's block.  It's just I've never written much besides a few 
school term papers.  I can't come up with anything original." 
     "Really?  That's a drag, but it's still a cop-out." 
     "I just need time to figure out how other writers do it.  So, I go around telling 
everyone I'm a musician instead.  I'm an aspiring writer travelling in indefinite 
incognito." 
     "You really can't write anything?  What about your life?" 
     "It's too boring.  Nothing's happening."  I shrugged my shoulders and looked down at 
the scuffed floorboards. 
     "What!  Look buster, you're in Montreal!  Everything is happening!" she said 
passionately while she went to get two more beers.   
     Not when it's raining I thought as I looked through the curtains again.        
     "So what's with the Spanish thing?" she said as she gave me another bottle. 
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     "I figured if I do what other writers have done like learn Spanish, I'll have the magic 
formula to write without having to spend much effort."    
     Katie shrieked with laughter at my mad plan and said, "Sounds like you just need an 
old-fashioned bottle of Dr. Hops Writer's Inspirational Tonic.  Guaranteed to cure all 
problems:  writer's block, nervousness, editing problems, and run on sentences." 
     "What are you talking about?" 
     "Just drink some beer.  That's all you need." 
     "I can never tell when you're being serious or not." 
     "OK, Mr. Writer, go on with your big plans.  I'm listening."   
     "I thought since Kerouac went to Mexico and Hemingway went to Spain, I should go 
as well so I need to learn Spanish first to really understand the people." 
     "Julien, Julien, Julien.  Here's your problem.  You should just go now!   Vamos to 
Mexico, Vamos to Spain.  Don't wait around to plan things, just go do it." 
     "But I need to learn Spanish first." 
     "Hell, you need to learn to write first!" 
     We finished our beer together and when she came out of the bathroom, she suddenly 
seemed to be on overdrive.  She was completely hyper and I wasn't sure what had 
happened to her in the last few minutes.  She started to playfully hit me on the shoulder 
with the back of her hand as she continued to lecture me on living it up as the rain 
pounded the window.  
     " Julien, Julien, Julien," she said.  "What was the name of that crazy town you're 
from?" 
     "Moonbeam." 
     "Mr. Moonbeam, have you ever mooned anyone?"  She shrieked in laughter.  Katie 
had become an out-of-control freight train that easily bashed through my partial 
drunkenness.  
     "Have you ever mooned anyone?" she persisted. 
     "No, have you?" I dangerously asked. 
     "Not until my fifth or sixth drink." 
 
     She turned on some music and asked me to dance around with her.  It was a very crazy 
turn of events and she had literally turned into a girl from another world.  Just as it 
seemed we were having a lot of fun despite her dynamo antics, someone knocked on the 
door.   
     She opened the door and I saw an East Indian guy wearing acid-wash jeans and a 
preppy shirt.  I had never seen him before.   
     "Julien, I'm sorry I'm going to have to ask you to leave," Katie said. 
     Before I knew it, I was sent packing to sulk in my apartment for the rest of the 
evening.  I turned up my own ghetto blaster while I smelt through the bathroom airshaft 
that my Goth next-door neighbour was smoking up again.  I stood on the toilet seat to 
take a deep breath from the vent.  I heard him laughing it up with another girl.  I could 
often hear him having sex in the bathroom with one of his club pickups.  I didn't like 
knowing that much detail about my neighbours.  The whole thing seemed so ridiculous 
that I couldn't take it anymore and I stormed down the stairs to see if Barry was in.  I 
could hear the radio on in his apartment but that meant nothing.  I knocked again and I 
finally heard some movement and the familiar confused face greeted me at the door with 
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a new even-more disheveled haircut.  It looked like the barber had used a weed-whipper 
on his head and then used a dust-buster to finish the job.  The league of reject cops would 
never accept him now!   
     "I got a haircut.  What do you think?" Barry said as I stared at him in the doorway. 
     "It's…" I paused. 
     "It's not the greatest," Barry interrupted, "but it's cheap.  When you're on welfare, you 
can't exactly be too picky about where you go." 
     "You've got a point." 
     "I go to a hole-in-the-wall, but it does have some fringe benefits." 
     "Fringe benefits?" 
     "Yep.  A haircut is only $5.25 and that includes good reading." 
     "Good reading?  What the hell does that mean?" 
     "Porno mags.  The barber's got a stack of them in the waiting room." 
     "Only in Montreal."  I laughed. 
     "He only has Playboy.  I won't complain." 
     "What's that place called?" 
     "Lay Cizz-whar," Barry muttered.  "It's over on Saint-Alexander Street." 
     "Lay Cizz-whar?"  
     "You know, Lay Cizz-whar, that's French for scissors." 
     I laughed at Barry's insane franglais.  Molière would be turning in his grave over 
Barry's creative bastardization of the French language.   
     "Barry, it's pronounced Les Ciseaux." 
     Barry suddenly looked extremely confused, and then let out a wild-eyed grin. 
     "I learned Parisian French in school.  Not the Québécois street talk." 
     I laughed.  What else could I do?  Barry was a man of distorted innocence.    
     I've got no beer.  Do you want me to go get some?" 
     "Sure, but I've got no cash on me.  I can pay you back tomorrow when I go to the 
banking machine.  I don't want to go now because it's pouring rain." 
     "I don't mind going out.  I've still got some credit left at the dépanneur." 
     "I'll wait for you here."   
     Barry left like a messenger pigeon and came back shortly with a 12-pack of the 
cheapest bottled beer he could get from the store and a big bag of plain chips.  He was 
soaked but he didn't seem to mind. 
     "Thanks, this will really hit the spot." 
     "I haven't seen you in awhile.  Are you still pissed off at me about the astronomy 
club?" 
     "Nah, I've been busy with school." 
     "But you only take one course," Barry said.  "Is McGill really that hard?" 
     I took a big swig of beer. 
     "No, not really.  Getting accepted at McGill is like going on a big date and bragging to 
everyone afterwards about everything you know you didn't do.  Who's going to really 
know the truth?  I've always wanted to come to Montreal, and I needed a good reason like 
taking a course.  Everything has worked out.  Except, I've been feeling a bit sickened 
lately." 
     "Me too.  I asked out a waitress over at the McGill diner the other day." 
     "You did what?" 
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     "I asked out the older waitress there.  She's around my age, mid forties." 
     "What happened?" 
     "She laughed in my face, and told me to order something or get out." 
     "Really?" 
     "Not much love left in the city, ain't it a pity?" 
     "Shit, that's pretty rough." 
     "What about you?  Have you had any dates lately?" 
     "No, not really.  Your last line just about sums it up." 
     "Getting to the moon on a welfare check is hard to do." 
     "No, the last one you just said." 
     "Which one?" 
     "The last one, Barry!  About love in the city." 
     "Not much love left in the city, ain't it a pity." 
      "And I'm feeling pretty shitty," I said as I took an enormous gulp of beer. 
 
     Barry went into one of his internal reveries, as he was still partially sleepy. He 
instinctively rolled another sloppy cigarette, and offered me one but always forgot that I 
did not smoke.  He was really a sipper when it came to alcohol and I was more the 
drinker after all that experience in Northern Ontario.  To my surprise, he suddenly drank 
one bottle down in about sixty seconds.  He looked over at me and laughed. 
     "An old man once said to me, drink beer, it'll save your life." 
     "That's pretty funny," I said.  "Where's he now?" 
     "In an institution."   
     At that line, I had trouble holding back the beer in my mouth and I rushed to the 
despicable kitchen sink and spit it out in pure laughter.   
     "You're hilarious." 
     "Write 'em down.  Here's my pen and paper.  You know I've got 200 pages of poetry 
I've written.  No one will ever believe I'm Jim Morrison.  Look, I've got the poetry to 
prove it," and he pointed over to a shoebox in the far corner of the room. 
     "Do you want to read all my 200 pages?" 
     "Are you nuts?  I heard that's what killed Jim Morrison!" 
     "Smartass.  Jim Morrison was an alcoholic.  He died from the booze.  You know, 
Julien.  I never was much a drinker.  I can't take the booze.  It's only lately I've been 
getting into it.   
     "Well, everyone needs a hobby," I said. 
     "And a few part-time jobs," he added.   
     "Well, I plan on making you into an alcoholic by the time you're forty-five." 
     "It's good to have a goal in life," Barry said. 
     I tried to see through the apartment's back door window but it was still grimy.  Even 
the rain could not wash away the years of neglect.  What goals did I really have?  I felt 
sad.  Katie was partying it up with someone else, and the Goth guy was having a good 
time with some cool chick.  What did I have?--A down and out welfare comedian who 
wanted to get to the moon.  When I turned back to look at the table, Barry had placed a 
small red globe in front of me. 
     "What the hell is that, mon dieu?" I asked.  
     "The planet Mars.  I got it for $7.99 at The Bay." 
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     "I spun the globe around reading out some of the names when Barry interrupted. 
     "We need people for the colony on Candor." 
     "Candor?" 
     "Spin it around.  You'll see Candor.  It's on Mars.  We've got a colony there." 
     "But I thought you wanted to go to the moon?" I said in sarcastic shock. 
     "Oh me, yes.  I'm a lunatic looking for a Luna chick.  Mars is too far for me." 
     "I think I'll stick to Montreal for now," I said.  "My chances at getting a date are a lot 
better on earth." 
     "You may be right," Barry said, "I heard Mars needs women." 
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5.  Palus Epidemiarum (Marsh of Diseases) 
     I spent many winter nights watching reruns of the original Star Trek series when I was 
growing up in Moonbeam during the minus 40 degree weather.  Although some old-
timers like to measure temperature in Fahrenheit and others in Celsius, minus 40 is the 
same on both scales and does not matter, it's frigging cold.  I felt a strong connection to 
the space travels and aliens along side our town's trusty flying saucer that some residents 
would have preferred it have been a giant fish sculpture.  I rooted for the spaceship since 
we didn't need a giant frozen fish lying about our town in winter.  A flying saucer could 
take the northern winters since it was used to the freezing cold of outer space.  Even Mr. 
Spock would have to see the logic in that! 
     I never expected I'd meet an extra-terrestrial in Montreal but it happened a few days 
later when I visited Barry's apartment and a strange alien did arrive unexpectedly.   
As Barry opened another can of beer, I heard a low thump at the door. 
     "What's that?" 
     "Shush," Barry said.   
     I swore I could hear a low hissing sound coming from behind the door.   
     "Is there a gas leak?  Maybe we'd better go check," I said in fright. 
     "Be quiet, he'll go away," and Barry motioned his finger at me not to speak.  As I sat 
in silence, I continued to hear this hissing sound and my mind immediately flashed back 
to the Star Trek episode where Captain Kirk fought a green lizard-like creature called The 
Gorn.  This thing behind Barry's door was making the same sounds as I had heard on that 
episode.  The hissing continued for a few minutes until I could finally make out the word 
Barry among the garbled speech that was starting to surface.   
     "Open up," said the strange alien behind the door.  Barry then took out a pillbox from 
his shirt pocket and then popped a pill that I had never seen him do before.  He hesitated 
for a second, took a second pill, and then put the container on the table next to the Roman 
statue as he listened for the sounds to go away at the door.  I looked at the pill bottle on 
the table and I reached over to look at the prescription label.  He snatched away the bottle 
and stuffed it into his green workman's shirt pocket.   
     "What are those?" I asked quietly. 
     "My psycho pills." 
     "What?" I asked as I was seriously starting to wonder about this drinking partner of 
mine.   
     "Don't worry, they keep me sane." 
     "What do you mean?" I asked as I looked towards the fire escape exit. 
     "They're safe.  They're prescribed by my doctor: Dr. Koultra."  Before I could ask him 
anything else, he sprung up from his seat and rushed to open the door. 
     "Get lost, Lorne!" Barry said firmly.  The stocky aging man with the brush cut whose 
skin had been weathered like a lizard after too many years of panhandling on the streets 
was stooped over and undoubtedly drunk leaning against the doorframe.  He teeter-
tottered back and forth and I could see he was going to lose his balance.  He then fell with 
his bulky weight into Barry who tried to push him back, but the man tumbled forward 
barely landing on the empty chair across from me.  I felt I had just witnessed a bizarre 
circus act that would never been seen under any respectable Big Top. 
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     "Get out, Lorne," Barry insisted again although this intruder was like a massive boat 
anchor that would not easily be moved from the chair.  Each time Barry spoke, this 
lizard-like man hissed louder and was impossible to understand so I assumed he was 
nothing more than an authentic Gorn; right out of Star Trek.  The Gorn managed to look 
over at me sitting at the same table, and then gave me a confused look of reproach.  He 
then dropped his head down and seemed to temporarily pass out unaware he had just 
entered the apartment. 
     "He's the Gorn," I said to Barry. 
     "The what?" 
     "The Gorn.  It was an alien race on Star Trek of lizard-like beings that hissed all the 
time.  They couldn't move very fast either." 
     "The Gorn?" Barry said still so nervous that he took another pill. 
     "You called him Lorne, right?  Well Lorne and Gorn are almost the same.  Maybe he's 
part of an alien invasion trying to stop your moon mission?"  Barry paced back and forth 
and looked at the slumped over Gorn.  The Gorn was what I would call a pure drunken 
living consciousness - awake but totally bombed as a normal state of being.  He seemed 
to hiss out loud suddenly while he sat at the table and made strange lizard-like sounds.  
He was not passed out completely.  He occasionally uttered out words that were barely 
audible enough to be understood by the human ear." 
     "Damn it, we need a translator to understand the Gorn," Barry said. 
     "Who's gonna make the run?" yelled out the Gorn suddenly. 
     "Who's gonna make the run?" I asked back.  I was so surprised he could actually talk 
an Earth language. 
     "No one," scolded Barry. 
     "The person who makes the run gets the first sip," said the Gorn as he looked down at 
his pee-stained pants. 
     "Gorn, if you piss on my carpet one more time, I'm going to boot you in the head," 
Barry said with a threat I believed he would carry out.  I had never seen Barry so angry 
before and this parched visitor from another planet brought out a strange aggressiveness. 
     "What's the run?" I stupidly asked. 
     "Ahhhh," wheezed the Gorn as he tried to roll himself a cigarette without much luck. 
     "Roll me one!" he said to Barry.   
     Barry went to his fridge and brought out a small can of beer.  One never knew what 
Barry preferred best:  beer in cans or bottles, but I doubted the Gorn would care.  I didn't 
know what was going to happen next but I could feel a very uneasy tension growing as 
Barry paced back and forth nervously, rolled the Gorn a cigarette, give him a can of beer, 
and Barry then laid down on his bed for a second with chest pains. 
     Suddenly, the Gorn had enough clearness of thought to open the can of beer then say, 
"Is that the best you can do?"  Barry then got up again and meandered back and forth in 
the room while the Gorn's grizzled mug of a face and droopy eyes turned to watch him as 
if a cat watching flies on the ceiling. 
     "Is that the best you can do?" roared the Gorn as he pointed at the single beer can. 
     "Toi fou!" yelled Barry. 
     "Toi fou?" I asked, "What do you mean?" 
     "Toi fou.  You nut." 
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     I now knew what he meant but Barry's command of the French language was not so 
elegant to say the least.  Toi fou was a rather primitive, but effective word-for-word 
translation of the English expression for the sake of our guest from Planet X.  It sounded 
strange in French, but maybe the Gorn's own language required such delicacies of syntax 
so Barry could get his point across.   
     "Argh!" yelled the Gorn as he took a long gulp of beer.  "Who's gonna make the run?" 
he asked as he made loud growling noises. 
     "Toi fou.  You nut," Barry said as he laid down on the bed, for a few seconds only, to 
get up again and pace madly back and forth. 
     "What's the run?" I asked a second time. 
     "He means to go get a bottle.  No Gorn, you're out of here once you're done that beer."  
The sniveling Gorn looked up and raised his fist full of half-healed scabs and said, "Look 
at you.  You're a yoyo.  Up and down, back and forth.  Calice!" 
     "Toi fou.  You nut," repeated Barry in a chorus of French and English. 
     "It that the best you can do, tabernacle?" said the sniveling Gorn more aggressively.  
Barry smoked heavily and held his hand to his heart. 
     "Ciboire!" rumbled the Gorn.  "It that the best you can do?  I own a garage in Toronto, 
a motel in Cape Canaveral, and I am the king of drugs and prostitution in Trois-Rivières." 
     "Gorn, you're just a bum from Three-Rivers with a welfare check and no place to 
sleep.  You're a drunk. You nut.  Toi fou.  Get out!" 
     "Yoyo, mon hostie-de-tabernacle," said the Gorn in his broken raspy voice.  The Gorn 
who had limited reasoning powers stared at me as he swayed his sunburnt face and I 
could only imagine what he was thinking in that state.  I doubt much, but I had to say 
something because the situation was truly tense, but humorously pathetic.  I knew he 
couldn't move that fast so I could run if necessary. 
     "Monsieur Gorn," I said with a mocking tone, "do you see that moon map on the wall 
beside you?" 
He turned his head, followed my outstretched arm with his droopy eyelids and looked at 
the moon map. 
     "Barry is trying to get a group together to go to the moon. Are you on the team?"  
Without warning, he suddenly banged his fist down hard on the table and knocked the 
beer can flying splashing against the wall and the moon poster." 
     "Calice, don't make fun of me!" he said and he tilted forward on the table as I leaned 
back.  Barry was alarmed but kept pacing back and forth.  I was scared, never having 
been threatened by someone in my life and I looked over at the poster and took the rag on 
the table and wiped off the beer dripping on the moon. 
     "Look what you've done now," I said, "you've gone and messed up our favourite place 
on the moon... Ta Mère fuckin' Da Tatiss." 
     I don't know why I said that.  I could never look at a moon map seeing the Latin name 
Mare Fecunditatis without turning it into a swear word.  I was young and stupid and the 
Gorn lunged at me with his stiff robotic arm, so slowly that he missed me completely and 
lost his balance and fell on the ground.  It was time for Barry to intervene.  The Gorn did 
not want to go but Barry picked him up off the floor and pushed him out of the apartment 
before he really knew what was happening to him.  The Gorn then went slithering off 
down the hall and made lizard-like breathing sounds all the way.  I never knew such 
characters existed outside of Star Trek.  Montreal was really starting to cough up some of 
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its cultural gems.  Barry took some time to calm down as he continued to pace back and 
forth in the small room while I still sat at the table wondering if I should still become a 
writer.  First hand research was dangerous work as I had just found out.  After all, I was 
starting to see a side of life that I had never witnessed before and I had a lot to learn.  I 
took a piece of paper from Barry's notepad that he kept on the table and I started to write 
down a few lines. 
     "Julien, please don't do that again." 
     "What?" I said innocently. 
     "Don't go setting off lunatics like that.  It's dangerous, you know?" 
     "Sorry.  I sometimes have a bad habit of testing people." 
     "In Verdun, we call that being a shit disturber." 
     "I didn't mean it.  I've never met a real live bum before.  I was scared like hell but I 
knew I could outmaneuver the Gorn.  It wasn't the smartest thing for me to do." 
     "What are you doing now?" he asked as I jotted down some notes. 
     "Oh, just writing down a few good lines about what just happened." 
     "So you want to become my biographer?" 
     "I don't know what I want to do.  But that Gorn guy, he's pretty gone," I said. 
     "He's one of the worst ones.  He makes me so nervous he gives me chest pains.  I have 
a hard time getting rid of him.  I once invited him in, bought a bottle, and he kept saying 
he was some big shot with a motel in Cape Canaveral." 
     "Isn't that the place in Florida where they launch the space shuttle from?" 
     "I have no idea," Barry said. 
     "I think so.  That's a pretty funny space coincidence." 
     "The only motel he'll be staying at is the dirt-nap motel.  He'll probably be dead from 
liver disease in a year from now like his friend Meatball." 
     "Meatball?"   
     "He's another drinking buddy of the Gorns who's now dead.  He got stabbed in the 
back over a can of beer and a cigarette.  They met on a heating grate near Plass Dess 
Arts."  
     I laughed.  Barry's French pronunciation almost worked in a twisted kind of way. 
     "You mean Place des Arts," as I pronounced it in proper French. 
     "Yeah, that's what I said." 
     "Maybe there's some art to being a bum?" 
     "Not really.  It's easy in Montreal.  Just look in the white pages under Welfare.  You'll 
find the number to call right there.  You just need a quarter for the call and show up at the 
welfare office." 
     "So why do they all show up here?" 
     "I attract them like flies once their checks run out.  Are you sure you don't want to be 
my biographer?" 
     "I thought somebody already wrote Jim Morrison's bio, No One Here Gets Out Alive?" 
     "Smartass." 
     "Well, I'm not quite convinced yet.  Where are all your millions?" 
     "Back in Paris.  I've saved 200 pages of my most recent poetry in that shoebox in the 
corner.  Do you want to read them now?" 
     "Is that the best you can do?" I said without mercy. 
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     "Don't you start on me, Julien!  One Gorn is enough."  We both laughed.  For the first 
time in my life, I felt as if there was some possible source material for a story or two.   
     "Hey," I said as I looked at the moon map.  "I just found a good place where the Gorn 
and his buddies can live besides the heating grate at Place des Arts: Palus Epidemiarum, 
The Marsh of Diseases." 
     "They're diseased alright," Barry said who still couldn't stop pacing the small room. 
     "Maybe you can get the city of Montreal to pay you to bring the Gorn and his crew to 
the moon and clean up the streets?" 
     Barry laughed to himself.  "They wanted me to pay twenty bucks for a shovel to 
volunteer to dig holes in the ground.  No, the Gorn stays here.  They can have him." 
     "Too bad.  I was just getting some good lines to write down." 
     "Forget about the Gorn, my young friend from Moonbeam.  Start taking notes about 
me.  You're looking at the man who shook Pierre Trudeau's hand on Sherbrooke Street 
just last summer." 
     "You met Trudeau?" I said in disbelief. 
     "He was walking down Sherbrooke himself just as any of us have done a hundred 
times.  I came up to him and asked if I could shake his hand." 
     "And did you?" I said as I looked at Barry's nicotine-stained fingertips. 
     "Oui, oui," Barry said as if he was now the master of elegance of the French language. 
     "And did he say anything to you?" 
     "Keep up the good work." 
     I took a mouthful of beer.   
     "That's why I always need to have four or five part-time jobs while on welfare.  Even 
Trudeau approves.  Maybe I should get a few more." 
     This time I couldn't take it.  I laughed spitting out all the beer all over the Roman 
soldier. 
     "Sorry, Barry.  I'm really sorry.  I'll clean it up.  That was just so funny about 
Trudeau."  I went into the kitchen to get a dishcloth, ran it under the water, and came 
back to wipe off the statue and table.  
     "Have you ever met anyone else famous in Montreal?" I asked. 
     "Oh yeah, there's a few but I can't remember." 
     "What about René Lévesque?  Former Premier of Quebec?" 
     "You mean Puff the Magic Dragon?"  
     "What?" 
     "He's a heavy smoker.  I think I bummed a cigarette off him once." 
     "Really?" 
     "I can't remember.  Try another." 
     "How about Brian Mulroney?" 
     Suddenly the look on Barry's face turned from a silly smile to a hardened grimace. 
The same look he had when the Gorn was around, but worse, much worse. 
     "It's time for you to leave," as he kicked the wall violently. 
     "OK, OK, I'll be your biographer," I conceded. 
     "Have another beer," Barry said as he calmed down again.  The smoke drifted into the 
small room as I attempted to scribble down a few notes on that soiled pad of paper on an 
uneven table, about the events of the day that had just transpired, or rather perspired. 
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6.  Mare Fecunditatis (Sea of Fertility) 
     Just as the mid October university reading week rolled around the corner, the hustle 
and bustle of the students came to a lull as many left town to go back to their parents.  
The apartment building was very quiet and sound of any resident walking up the creaking 
steps was the only way to break the loneliness in the hallways.  Strangely enough, I 
started to feel a comfort in solitude in the middle of the big city, but a perverse sense of 
longing for friends that was impossible to describe overtook my thoughts.  Even as an 
aspiring writer on pretty shaky training wheels, I tried more than once to put down these 
thoughts on my newly acquired typewriter but when I reread them, they always seemed 
too formal, like reading the telemarketer who phones you at home and says, "Is there a 
Mr. or Mrs. Ford at home?" and they read a totally unoriginal prepared script.  I 
wondered if the typewriter was the root of the problem making my writing seem so 
awkward and having the stiff legs of prose like Frankenstein?  I instead bought a new pen 
and a composition notebook, thinking seeing my words in my own handwriting would 
somehow be closer to the source of inspiration.  I wasn't quite convinced that my shaky 
handwriting emanated signs of greatness but at least it was a start.  
 
     I wondered if Katie was right and I had to take more risks when it came to my life and 
writing.  I had already met so many interesting characters in this building and I had 
plenty of interesting material, but I was missing the link of connecting the stories and 
making them come alive on the page - that was called talent; something I lacked.  It was 
on the first Monday morning of the break that I thought about all these things.  I had read 
a few classic books to get ideas and become so-called well-read but that only set me back 
further.  How could I ever hope to obtain a smidgeon of those authors' greatness in my 
small world composed of students, drunks, alcoholic space aliens, and a crumbling 
tenement?    
     Montreal was a city full of extreme talents and bizarre misfits and I had to find 
something good to write about in it.  Before I got here, the only thing I knew about the 
city was a book that that used to stand on my mother's bookshelf at home:  The 
Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz by Moredcai Richler.  I had never read it but I had seen 
the movie late at night once.  That movie was my only time warp vision of Montreal 
before I arrived here at the end of August.  I had nothing in common with the main 
character but one thought came to mind; should I become the Duddy Kravitz and use my 
friends and neighbors to achieve success at all costs?  Should I use the misadventures of 
Barry, the bums, the skinhead, and even Katie for my own ruthless ends.  No, I couldn't 
use Katie.  I just couldn't.  I still did not give up hope she would knock on my door one 
evening and spill her guts about her life, loves, hopes, dreams, and after a few drinks she 
would be open to further intimacy.  Sorry about such directness, but loneliness often turns 
subtle sparks into roaring bonfires at times. 
 
     It was about 3:00 o'clock that afternoon when I left my apartment to go the banking 
machine and buy myself some groceries.  As I was walking up rue Aylmer towards 
Sherbrooke, a young woman approached me and I didn't recognize her at first.  I soon 
realized it was Katie!  She was dressed so conservatively as if she had just went for a job 
interview.  Her hair was bleached-blonde again and she was wearing subtle hints of 
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makeup.  She wasn't wearing any strange earrings except two small pearls.  All her crazy 
rings were gone from her fingers and she was wearing dress shoes.  I could barely believe 
this was the same girl that I had an obsession with.  Still, I would not miss a chance to 
talk with her despite any irregularities of her accoutrements. 
     "Hi Katie, you look, uh, different today," I dared to say when our eyes met.  She 
laughed but still more seemed subdued than usual.   
     "I had an important appointment," she said. 
     "A job interview?" I asked to keep the conversation going. 
     "Not exactly, I just had to attend a ceremony." 
     "You look great," I said. "I've just never seen you before like that." 
     "But Julien, there's lots of ways you've never seen me before."  There she was again 
being as brash as ever despite the new wardrobe. 
     "Well, I've got to go home and change.  I can't stay like this for too long.  It might set 
in." 
     "I won't tell anyone," I said. 
     "You're sweet, Julien.  Hey, are you going to be around later tonight?" she asked.  I 
couldn't believe she just said that to me. 
     "I might.  Why?" I asked pretending not to be so interested. 
     "I was thinking to go see a show tonight.  There's a band playing down at Le Tatou 
club.  Are you up for it?" 
     "What band?" I asked as if I had to really think over such a juicy invitation.  Still, I 
didn't want to get hurt like the few times I'd already hung around her. 
     "You know that British guy Andrew that lives besides Penny?" 
     "Yeah, but I only ever talked to him once about the hot water not working." 
     "Well, he's a bass player in a band called The Vee Gates and they have a gig tonight at 
Le Tatou on St-Laurent.  I saw him putting up posters on lampposts last night." 
     "What type of music is it?" 
     "He said it's a hard-edged rockabilly." 
     "Hey, I've got to see that.  Who else is coming?" I asked. 
     "Everyone's out of town for the break.  It'll just be me and you.  I don't want to be 
alone tonight," she said in a strange non-flirtatious way.    
     "OK, what time do you want to go there?" 
     "I'll come by your apartment around eight o'clock.  We'll have a few drinks first before 
we go out.   
     "Sounds great." 
     "Ciao," she said as she walked towards the building while leaving me standing there 
still somewhat stunned.  I couldn't believe she just asked me out on a date.  Well it was 
really a date, wasn't it?  I thought about it for a second and realized it didn't really matter.  
I had something to look forward to this evening.  I merrily rushed over to the bank and 
then to do my grocery shopping that turned into a surreal Broadway musical in the aisles 
of food.  The rows of canned goods seemed to be dancing about the shelves singing songs 
such as:  Two Peas in a Pod, Don't Get too Corny on Me, or Somewhere Over the Lentil.  
I made sure to buy a bottle of wine and a six-pack of beer to offer to my date before we 
went to see the band.  I got home and put on a black shirt, cool vest, and my black jeans 
and watched the clock while burning some sandalwood incense.  I wanted the room to 
smell nice for the girl I was madly in love with once again.  The heart must have a special 
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on/off switch that saves romantic energy from burning out.  I had definitely turned it back 
on and I waited while strumming on my guitar the same repetitious chords over and over 
that still seemed fresh every time.  As eight o'clock rolled around and Katie did not show 
up, I opened up a beer in nervous anticipation hoping she had just got slightly delayed.  
When another half hour passed, I opened a second beer and my thoughts started to turn to 
more desperate excuses:  maybe she was on the phone with her mother or she had to go 
do her laundry for the big night.  By nine o'clock, my enthusiasm had turned to anger and 
I hoped she hadn't forgotten all about me.  By quarter after nine, I opened the white wine 
and toasted to whatever natural disasters might have befallen her:  earthquakes, 
tornadoes, monsoons, or tidal waves.  With about half of the wine drunk and all hope of 
her arrival tossed to an unexpected hurricane, I realized I had been stood up.  I should 
have known.  I took my shirt off and threw it on the floor.  I paced back and forth and 
cranked the Buddy Holly cassette.  I insanely sang along with the song Reminiscing and I 
felt like passing out just after ten o'clock.  As soon as I was laying down in the darkness, 
there was a knock on my door.  If that's Barry, I'm going to kill him I thought. 
As I struggled to put a shirt on, I opened the door and there was Katie all decked out in a 
black dress and leather jacket.  She had a red bandana tied around her head. 
     "Are you ready to go?" she asked passionately. 
     "But weren't you supposed to come by at eight o'clock for some drinks first?" 
     "Really?  Did I say eight?  I meant ten and we would bring the drinks along the way." 
     "I'm really tired now," I said as I rubbed my hand over my face. 
     "C'mon Julien, this is my special night.  You've got to come." 
     "What's so special about it?" I asked.   
     "I'll tell you later," she insisted. 
     "OK, let me wash my face for a second.  C'mon in." Katie came into my apartment 
and she could see my little incense burner.   
     "It smells nice in here?  You've got incense."  I heard her rummaging around my room 
and opening my fridge.  When I came out of the bathroom, she had already found the rest 
of my wine and had helped herself.  She had also lit my candle and some incense.   
     "What are you doing, Katie?  I thought you wanted to go?" 
     "A few minutes won't matter.  Most bands don't go on until half past ten or eleven." 
     We sat on the couch and had a glass of wine together and she opened up to me about 
herself. 
     "My dad is an alcoholic," she said almost flippantly as she took a drink of wine. 
     "Really?  How bad is it?" I asked. 
     "It's not that great.  He drinks out in the garage and hides it from my mom.  Of course 
she knows.  He just won't drink in the house.  He stumbles back into the house after 
cleaning his toolbox almost every night and goes to bed." 
     "How long has he been doing that for?" 
     "The last ten years.  The worse part is, I can't talk to him about anything.  He's always 
locks the garage and won't let anyone in.  Our father/daughter relationship is non-
existent.  That's hurt me the past few years and I see what it does to my mom." 
     "So why doesn't she just get a divorce?" 
     "She'll never leave him.  She believes in the sanctity of marriage.  She's old-school but 
I still respect her."  
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     I looked over at Katie and I really felt sorry for her in a special way.  This was the first 
time I felt she was being really open, only when the crowds of people weren't around for 
her to be the life of the never-ending party.   
     "When my dad was only seventeen, he accidentally killed his best friend in a drunk 
driving accident.  My dad was driving home drunk from a party in the woods with his 
friends, crashed the car along the side of the highway, and his friend in the front seat 
died.  The other two in the back survived.  He's been haunted by it all his life.   
     "That's rough," I said as I looked at the flickering candle dancing shadows upon the 
wall. 
     "My mom is just tired of all his self-pity.  She needs a little happiness for a change." 
     "So are they proud of you?" I asked. 
     "Proud?  I haven't done anything good yet to make them proud."  She stood up and 
said, "Let's go." 
     I was ready to blow out the candle when she said, "Let it burn while we're gone, take a 
few risks in life, Mr. Writer." 
     "Are you sure?" I asked fearfully. 
     "I do it all the time." 
     I grabbed my coat and turned off the light and left the candle still burning as we 
headed out into the streets.  I felt uneasy about what she called risks but I did not want 
her to dump me before we had this date.  We walked through the McGill ghetto streets 
over to avenue du Parc and then finally over to boulevard St-Laurent near rue Prince-
Arthur.  Le Tatou club was up one flight of stairs and we paid a $5 cover and we entered 
inside.  The band The Vee Gates had not started its first set yet.  She ordered several 
shooters and a pitcher of beer right away.  She did not waste any time in starting the 
party.  She seemed very subdued this evening and the club atmosphere was calm as well.   
Le Tatou could only hold about fifty or sixty people and about twenty-five had showed 
up.  Katie got up and brought Andrew, the bass player over to our table for a glass of 
beer.  I looked over at the table where his band was drinking more than us and they were 
going to be playing!  Andrew said they'd be starting shortly and he had to get back to his 
table.  He chugged back his glass of beer then rejoined his rockabilly musician friends.  
Katie ordered some more shooters and started her googly eyes with me. 
     "Julien, Julien, Julien. Have you ever had a girlfriend before?" 
     "Of course I have," I said in shock. 
     "Where was she from?" 
     "Porcupine." 
     "Ouch!" Katie said. 
     "It's a small town in Northern Ontario." 
     "Where did you meet?" 
     "At a party when I was at Lakehead University." 
     "Did you ever want to marry her?" 
     "Marry her?  We only went out for six months." 
     "Stranger things have happened, ya know, Julien." 
     "What about you, did you ever want to get married?" I asked boldly. 
     "I am married," she said as she laughed wildly. 
     "What do you mean?" 
     "I just got married." 
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     "You're joking.  You're always joking!"  The waitress brought us the tequila shooters 
and Katie paid for them.  Actually, she had paid for the first set of shooters and beer. 
     "I can pay," I said. 
     "No, not tonight.  It's my treat.  Tonight's my special night.  Consider it an all 
expenses paid date." 
     "Thanks, but you don't have to pay." 
"Stop being the over-controlling father figure!  I came into some cash and can afford it.  
Just come along for the ride." 
     "What's so special about tonight?" I asked again. 
     "It's my wedding night." 
     "You aren't going to get me massively hammered tonight, and have got a priest 
standing by in the wings to marry us, are you?"  Katie burst out laughing and shook me 
on the shoulders.  
     "Julien, you're too much, just too much." 
 
     The band started and the rocking trio went into action and we listened as their forty-
five minute set seemed a trifle too long.  There was a certain warped rockabilly sound in 
this group that intrigued me, but to stay for all three sets would be overkill.  The lead 
singer was dressed in black and red, played guitar while howling and wailing, and 
purposely banging into the bass player all the time while the drummer seemed to be 
killing, and not caressing his drums.  I would not last long as a music critic I thought.  
Katie ordered more shooters and gave one to everyone in the band during the break 
which they did not refuse.  It was during this intermission that the effects of all the booze 
really went to my head and I started to fade in and out.  I was talking with Katie but I 
could not remember our conversation of a few seconds ago.  We seemed to be flirting 
madly and having a wonderful time although I did not know what I was saying until she 
suddenly yelled back at me in a menacing tone. 
     "Screw you!" 
     It woke me up from my haze for a second but I had no idea what I had just said and 
was embarrassed to ask.  I had to think quickly. 
     "Sorry, I'm sorry," was all I could come up with. 
     "You'd better be, it's none of your damn business." 
     "Please, let's start over, I'm sorry," I pleaded with Katie although I had not a clue what 
I had said to make her mad.  She seemed to be appeased for the moment and looked over 
at me and laughed. 
     "You dare accuse me of wanting to get it on with Penny while you hang around that 
freakshow Barry.  That's pretty homo-pathetic." 
     I was in shock at what she said since I did not at all remember telling her that she liked 
Penny.  Shit, I never thought that.  The shooters were wicked stuff.  I thought I'd better 
say something, but I waited a few seconds to let heads cool down. 
     "Hey, look it.  I'm straight.  I've just got no friends in town and Barry was the first one 
I met.  I'm sorry if I said something wrong.  I'm a bit a drunk tonight." 
     "Just watch your mouth." 
     "OK, but I'll need a mirror to do that," I joked.  Katie looked over at me and made the 
motion of slapping the back of her hand across my face.  She then laughed and said,    
"You've saved yourself this time, buster." 



 Moonbeam / Forrest / 40 

     She then got up and went to the bathroom.  I promised myself I would take it easy for 
the rest of the evening and keep focused on what I was saying.  The last thing I wanted to 
do would be to piss off the girl I was in love with.  A few minutes passed and she didn't 
come back.  I thought Katie might have skipped out on me, but I suddenly saw a glowing, 
exuberant face when she came back to the table.  She was not the same person and I 
wondered what she did in that bathroom. 
     "OK, Mr. Know-it-all, if I have the hots for that Penny in our building, then how come 
her loser skinhead boyfriend Adam hasn't figure it out." 
     "I have no idea.  I thought you didn't want to talk about it?" 
     "I like getting riled up like this," as she gritted her teeth then smiled wildly. 
     "Are you feeling alright?" I asked her. 
     "I'm as fine as a kite," she replied.  I was about to correct her last statement but I 
thought it would be unwise to jeopardize the rest of the evening so I stopped myself.  The 
band went up for a second set which was a much needed distraction from the new Katie 
and drinks and shooters continued until the end of the third set that I did not even know 
happened.  I missed the third set completely, but I had apparently shaken hands with each 
of the band's members, and exited the club with Katie without staggering.  We wandered 
back to the apartment building and I seemed to get more lucid as we walked in the front 
entrance.  
     "Julien, you're really drunk.  You might hurt yourself if you try to walk up those two 
flights of stairs in your condition." 
     "Oui, oui," I mumbled. 
Before I knew it, I was in Katie's apartment lying on her bed, collapsed, and tired.   
     "Do you want to stay here tonight?" she asked. 
     "Oui, oui," I said softly while slurring my words as the room started spinning around 
like a psychotic merry-go-round.  She removed her dress slowly and I thought I could see 
her black bra.  But it looked weird, I saw two black bras.  Shoot, I was seeing double!  
She took my hand and guided it to touch them.  I only felt two, not four.  I was relieved.  
The girl from another world was human.  I struggled to remove my shirt and her hands 
were exploring me everywhere.  This should have been one of the best nights in my life 
as I caught a glimpse of her purple underwear.  We started a soft, slow kiss and I felt like 
I blanked out for a few minutes, and then woke again to this startling insult. 
     "What good are you?  You can't even get it up on my wedding night!" 
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7.  Sinus Iridium (Sea of Rainbows) 
     One afternoon while coming back from class in the last week of October, I found this 
note taped to my door: 
 
KaTie GaWn InViTeS YoU tO a PaRtY iN hOnOuR oF HaLlOwEen   
Introducing Sylvie as the Guest of Honour 
Dress up if you so desire... 
Apartment #1 
Time/Date:  8:00 p.m. Friday, October 31, 1986  
BYOB (Bring your own beer) BULOB (Bring us lots of beer) 
Followed by a Deja Voodoo spectacle at Station 10, 11:00 p.m. 
 
     Halloween night came quickly that Friday night as the suburbs filled up with little 
witches, ghoulies, and ghosts while I had a party to attend!  I put on my cool black suit 
jacket, drank a half a bottle of white wine, and descended down the stairs to Party Central 
already well primed for the event.  I didn't even have to take the metro; that was the 
beauty of having a party in your own building.  I knocked on Katie's door and it swung 
wide open showing a room full of people.  A Glass Tiger song was blaring loudly, Don't 
forget me when I'm gone.  Katie was smartly dressed as a male gangster in an old dark-
blue pin-stripped suit and hat. 
     "Attention everyone," Katie said as she turned the music down. "This is Julien, he's 
trying to become a writer!" 
     She then let out a wicked laugh that chilled my bones and I had not felt so publicly 
embarrassed since the astronomy club fiasco.  The word trying did not have to be added 
to her introduction.  I pulled out the cork from my half-drunk bottle of white wine and 
took a big unsophisticated swig.  The music resumed and I entered the room recognizing 
several people who lived in the building.  I didn't see Barry there but I knew Katie would 
never allow him in the door.  I wasn't sure who Sylvie was; obviously some oddball 
friend of Katie's, but I saw the bass player Andrew with the rockabilly hair from the other 
night in the corner talking to the Goth guy with the long black hair.  They both wore 
leather jackets so that must have been a common bond between them.  There was of 
course Penny and her skinhead nutbar boyfriend whom I should say; his name was 
Adam.  I was more inclined to think A Damn idiot, but I valued my skinny frame called 
my life.  He was wearing those funny suspenders and Union Jack pins on them.  His Doc 
Marten boots looked well polished, ready to kick someone if they said the wrong thing.  
There was the Chinese student Peter from Hong Kong who lived on the top floor and I 
wondered what he was doing here since I had never seen him with Katie or any of the 
others.  He was smoking American cigarettes and drinking straight vodka from a small 
bottle and having a very good time.  I had once gotten his mail by accident in my mailbox 
box and I returned it to him.  He gave me a shot of vodka and cigarette.  There were 
many others that did not live in the building and I realized it would be almost impossible 
to have a meaningful conversation in this small smoke-filled apartment.  I was surprised 
that Madame Chalifoux, who was Katie's next-door neighbour did not complain about the 
ruckus although it was only eight thirty and still early.   
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     The half a bottle of wine I had consumed before showing up was purely for medicinal 
purposes; it managed to dull the embarrassment I still felt about our unsuccessful 
romantic interlude.  I had no doubt half of the people in this room already knew of my 
shortcomings.  I didn't know whom to really talk to first so I went over to the bass player 
Andrew and my Goth neighbour.  
     "Hey guys, I'm Julien." 
     "I remember you from the show.  I'm Andrew." 
     "I'm Hugh," said my Goth neighbour. 
     "I saw your show two weeks ago.  It was really great," I said to Andrew. 
     "Thanks.  Too bad it was a Monday night gig and we had to use Rent-a-Crowd." 
     "What's Rent-a-Crowd?" I asked. 
     "When you tell all your friends and family to come out because you've got no other 
fans."  Hugh and I laughed at the bass player's witty remarks.  He certainly had that rye 
British sense of humour." 
     "It was quite full for a Monday night?" I said. 
     "That's because we put posters up advertising the Rolling Stones would be playing." 
I laughed again.  This guy was almost as good as Barry's one-liners. 
     "Have you ever met Barry by any chance?" I asked.  The bass player took out a 
cigarette, lit it, took a long haul, then spoke as he exhaled. 
     "That nutter?  I had six-pack with him once.  He's completely bonkers; first-class 
cheap entertainment." 
     "Who are you talking about?" asked Hugh as he sipped on some red wine scanning the 
room for any girls wearing black. 
     "That older guy in apartment number four in the back.  He has a mustache, slightly 
heavy set, and wears green workman's clothes," I said. 
     "Oh yeah, him.  I thought he was the janitor.  I didn't know his name," said Hugh, as 
he was suddenly distracted as Katie went to do some hot-knives on the stove. 
     "Excuse me," he said, "I'll be back later." 
     "Did you like our music?" asked Andrew. 
     "I love Buddy Holly-type stuff.  That singer of yours is a bit nuts though." 
     "Yeah, PF is from Sarnia.  It's some weird town full of chemicals.  He's a product of 
chemical valley.  He only ever wears red and black.  I answered his insane ad at the 
music store for a bassist.  And I quote, Bassist needed - Serious Experience Required:  
two legs and a heartbeat, and a love of rockabilly." 
     "Your band's name, The Vee Gates.  Does that mean anything?" 
     "That's a funny English translation of  how's it going in German." 
     "That's pretty cool.  Have you got any other gigs lined up?" 
     "We hope to open up for The Three O'Clock Train at Les Foufounes Electriques, but 
we're working on it.  This town is pretty much disco city.  We probably won't be getting 
anymore gigs unless we show up in white suits."  Just as I was laughing off the bass 
player's latest joke, Katie tapped me on the shoulder, who apparently was more animated 
than ever.  
     "Writer, writer, lighter fluid, writer fluid," she sang insanely. 
     "What are you talking about, Katie?" 
     "Live a little, give a little," she sang.  Katie started dancing around in circles in the 
room to the booming music.  I knew this was going to be the party to end all parties.   
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     "See you later, Julien.  I've got to go and meet a friend," said Andrew. 
     "You're not going to the Deja Voodoo show tonight?" 
     "No, I can't.  My friend from Rebop Records over on St-Denis is having a private 
birthday party and I was invited two weeks ago.  He's got a leather jacket collection you 
wouldn't want to miss.  See ya later," said the rockabilly bass player who gracefully 
exited the apartment, and I only saw the back of his shiny leather jacket.  I looked over to 
find Hugh, but he was already chatting up some girls in black skirts and fishnet stockings.  
Quite a few people were dressed up for Halloween but I was not.  Katie the roving 
gangster was spinning around in the middle of the apartment, bumping into people and 
started dancing with Penny who was wearing a strange green outfit resembling a Triffid.  
I looked over at her skinhead boyfriend and he didn't seem to care at all.  He was shaking 
his hands in an argument with some black guy whom I had never seen before.  I quickly 
downed more of the wine I had brought to avoid thinking about the explosive situation in 
this tiny apartment.  I kept my eye on the different characters in the room and no one 
made a move to talk to me.  I had this terrible feeling that something was going to happen 
very soon.  I finished off my remaining wine and I went to the fridge to see if Katie had 
any extra beer.  I didn't think she would mind if I took one of her Black Labels and I 
cracked it open and accidentally overhead some of the skinhead's words that frightened 
me. 
     "Yeah, I have guns.  Big deal.  More importantly, I have ammunition." 

     I wish I hadn't overheard those remarks.  He wasn't talking to the black guy anymore 
but to some other stocky guy in acid-wash jeans that looked like he belonged at a frat 

party instead.  As I attempted to get away, Katie swung by me and grabbed the beer right 
out of my hand. 

     "Black Label!  My favourite," and she took a big swig and gave it back to me and 
went on her way to talk to someone else.  I went over to try to start a conversation with 
the girls in black but they ignored me so I made my way around the room.  Everyone was 
smoking and drinking up a storm, and lining up for the bathroom was not my idea of fun.  
I left the apartment and went upstairs back to mine to use the washroom.  I picked up the 
six-pack from my fridge and went back downstairs.  There was no sign of Madame 
Chalifoux at all in the hallway.  Apparently, she must have taken the night off.  As I 
entered the apartment, Katie screamed out wildly, "The writers back... with a 6-pack!"    
     But this time, no one had paid much attention to her and everyone was more interested 
in their own conversations above the music so I safely entered and cracked open another 
beer.  Katie then grabbed me by the arm and brought me over to the table as Madonna's 
True Blue song was ringing through the room. 
     "It's tequila shots time!" she yelled.  "Our resident writer, Julio here needs to be 
inducted into the art of tequila shooters.  He's taking a Spanish course so he's the best 
hombre for the job."  Before I knew it, she was pouring several shot glasses of tequila, 
cutting up some wedges of lemon, and slamming down a saltshaker on the table. 
     "Now watch," she said.  She licked her wrist, shook salt on it, licked off the salt, 
downed a shot of tequila, and then sucked on the lemon in one choreographed movement.   
     "It's your turn, Vamos!" she yelled.  For the first time in my life, I didn't hesitate in 
front of all these people and I did exactly what she did.  I was surprised I did it right. 
     "Again!" she yelled.  I repeated the same ritual but that was not enough for her.    
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     "One last time for la cucaracha!" she said as she put the last lemon wedge between 
her lips and winked.  I realized that the grand finale would involve our lips sharing a 
lemon wedge and I did not want to miss that chance.  I wet my wrist, salted it, licked off 
the salt, downed the tequila shot, and bit into the lemon while it dangled out of her 
mouth.  Our lips then pushed together in an explosion of tartness.  That was an 
exhilarating experience.  I then stood up, rather shakily.  
     "Take one of your beers to wash it all down," Katie said as she kissed me on the 
cheek. 
     "Who's next?" she said as the music boomed even louder.  I walked away still 
wondering what had happened to me.  I sat down beside the black guy who had been 
talking to this older man whom I assumed was someone's father at the party.   
     "She was a bit rough on you," said the black guy in a strange shirt that resembled a 
subdued psychedelic rainbow. 
     "Yeah, she always is.  The tequila wasn't so bad.  That last shot was the best though." 
     We both laughed. 
     "Hi, my name's Smart," he said. 
     "Smart?  That's a cool name.  Excuse me if I'm a bit drunk.  My name's Julien, or 
Julian, any one of the above.  I'm half-French.  Cool shirt by the way." 
     "It's from back home." 
     "Back home?" I said as I tried not to slur my words. 
     "I'm from Ghana in Africa." 
     "Ghana?  That's cool.  I have some really colourful postage stamps from there at home 
in my stamp album."  
     "Really now?  They didn't seem any different to me when I was there during the 
summer writing letters," he responded very politely. 
     "Sorry, Smart.  I must sound really stupid.  I haven't really been anywhere.  I'm drunk.  
I'm from Moonbeam." 
     "Moonbeam?" he said, "What a beautiful name.  That should make you feel bound for 
greatness in your writing."  
     "Writing?  How do you know I'm trying to be a writer?" I said slurring slightly my 
words as the tequila took over my pronunciation. 
     "Don't you remember when Katie introduced you as a writer at the door." 
     "Oh that.  She said trying to be a writer.  Katie certainly let everyone know that." 
     "So what do you write about?" 
     "Nothing, nil, nada.  I haven't written anything yet.  Just a few jumbled sentences that 
even confuse me." 
     "Really, that's unusual.  So what then would you like to write about?" 
     "That's my problem, Smart, I don't know what I want to write about.  I can't make up 
my mind.  Yeah, that's it.  That's my problem.  I don't know what I want to write about.  
You're brilliant!" 
     Smart laughed and I'm sure he didn't know what to think of this immature skinny 
white guy who had one too many drinks.  I really felt he had hit the nail on the head 
about my writing though.  I just didn't know what to write about. 
     "Why don't you write about what you know?" 
     "I've tried that so many times and it just doesn't work.  Everyone says I should travel." 
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     "That might help, but that's not always the answer for everyone.  Think of Mount 
Kilimanjaro in Africa, it's a very magnificent mountain.  You can either write about it 
while viewing it from the distance like in a photograph or climb up to its peak and write 
about looking the other way outwards.  Both are valid perspectives.  Write about what 
you know from where you are and always try to be looking back from on top of that 
mountain to where you are." 
     "My God, Smart!  You're a genius!"  
     "I should be.  I'm doing my PhD on Creativity at McGill." 
     "Wow," I said.  "I wish I could be as original as you." 
     "Original?  We all are original, Julien.  Don't give up on your blossoming instincts as a 
writer.  Be as original as you can be.  Too many institutions believe that the nail that 
sticks out from the floorboards must be hammered down.  Fight that mentality with 
everything you've got."    
     "Thanks so much, Smart.  I'm stunned.  I don't know what to say.  Finally, I think I'll 
be able to write about something now.  Thank you, thank you.  Do you want a beer?" as I 
pointed at my opened 6-pack underneath the kitchen table. 
     "No thank you, I'm not drinking tonight."  I was so inspired by Smart's words that I 
jumped up from the couch and went over to Katie to tell her the good news. 
     "Katie, Katie!  Smart just told me the secret to writing!  I think I can write now!" I 
yelled as I interrupted Katie in mid-conversation with a girl dressed in blue and silver. 
     "That's great Julien, just great.  I expect a novel by tomorrow morning on my 
doorstep.  By-the-way, have you met Sylvie?"   
     I looked at Sylvie and shook her hand. 
     "You seem familiar," I said while trying not to mumble my words as the tequila shots 
were really starting to go to my head. 
     "I live upstairs." 
     "Upstairs, really?" I asked in astonishment.  "Did you just move in?" 
     "No, I've been here since last year.  I live in apartment twenty-three." 
     That's when it hit me.  This was the visual artist, Sylvain Labelle in Halloween drag 
who lived up on the top floor. 
     "You're Sylvain," I said.  "Sorry I didn't recognize you in your Halloween costume.  
Pretty damn convincing as a woman!  You won't have much trouble getting dates.  Shit, 
that tequila is really hitting me now." 
     Katie let out a big laugh and smacked me on the shoulder. 
     "Don't you get it?" she said. 
     "Get what?" as I felt myself swaying more and more. 
     "This is Sylvain's coming out party.  He's now Sylvie from tonight onwards." 
     "Get out of town," I said jokingly. 
     Sylvie looked over at me and did not laugh.  I quickly realized I had made a fatal 
mistake and needed to correct it or I would no longer be welcome at any parties. 
     "Get out of town, to anyone who doesn't accept him for who she is!" 
     Katie and Sylvie laughed and I had won them over again.  Luckily, everyone was 
either drunk or high.  If only more government decisions were made under such 
influences and there would be no one to blame for the usual final messes.  This building 
was a soap opera of epic proportions in its own small way.  I decided to retreat to talk to 
Smart again but I noticed the skinhead was already in a heated discussion with him.  I 
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was about to interrupt to help diffuse the situation when the skinhead grabbed the much 
larger Smart by the collar.  
     "I'll kill you, you black bastard!" 
     The whole place went silent with those horrible, unforgettable words.  Someone shut 
off the music and everyone stared over at the scene.  Smart stood up with the skinhead 
still grabbing tightly at his rainbow shirt collar. 
     "If you don't let go of my shirt this instant," Smart said calmly, "things will happen." 
     "Let go of him, Adam!" Katie yelled.  "Get out of here!" 
     I knew Smart would pulverize this skinhead but I was afraid of the guns and 
ammunition he might have upstairs.   
     The skinhead seemed to respond to his name Adam and reluctantly let go of Smart's 
shirt collar while looking at Katie.  He grabbed his coat off the coat rack and clearly said, 
"Bitch" as he left.  We saw from the apartment window that faced the street that Adam 
went outside and kicked a parked car's door as he went by.  The tension was still very 
high in the apartment until Katie ran to the window and yelled, "Asshole!" and quite a 
few of us laughed. 
The party resumed but people were clearly shaken by the uncalled for racist incident.  
Montreal had recently had a wandering circus of itinerant skinheads walking around with 
large canes and beating up visible minorities at night.  I saw Katie go over to Smart and 
try to settle tensions. 
     "Racist bastard.  I hate that guy.  He'll get what's coming to him," she said. 
     I wanted to say something but Smart seemed to let it drop easily enough and I was 
certainly glad the skinhead was gone.   
     "Why don't you go get your guitar?" Katie asked.   
     "My guitar?  To do what?" 
     "Play you goofball.  Play us a few tunes; anything to lighten up the mood." 
     "I guess I could, but I'm getting really drunk, I mean really drunk." 
     "Just go get it."  Sylvie was beside us and added her new voice to the idea. 
     "I have a guitar.  I can get mine too.  Maybe you can tune it, Julien?" 
     "Tune it?" I asked. 
     "It's way out-of-tune.  I think it needs new strings.  Maybe you can check it?" 
     "Just go, you two," Katie said impatiently.  "We've got to leave in about an hour to the 
Deja Voodoo show at Station 10.  
 
     Sylvie led the way up the stairs and I felt really hazy as I looked at the backs of her 
purple fishnets and silver skirt.  She was skinnier than me but I wondered how long 
Sylvie would stay Sylvie before going back to Sylvain.  I wondered if she would have to 
change her name on the lease.  As we reached my apartment first, she suggested I bring 
my guitar up to her apartment so I could tune them the same.  I agreed and I grabbed my 
guitar and we continued up the last flight of stairs to the top landing.  She unlocked her 
door and we entered her apartment.   
     "Wow, your apartment is a lot bigger than mine and you face the street.  Cool.  I only 
see the back of the old High School of Montreal." 
     "It suits my artistic needs," as she tried to train her new voice to be more girly though 
it always seemed so feminine before.  Sylvain had invited us all to his first vernissage in 
a small gallery last week but no one showed up except Katie, Jenny, and myself and a 
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few other fine arts students.  I remember him threatening to destroy all his paintings and 
sketches after too many glasses of wine.  I think it was on the same opening night as 
another big name exhibit at the Musée des Beaux Arts.  I couldn't remember.  I think 
Katie and the rest of us got bombed before we showed up for the exhibition. 
     "Would you like a glass of wine while we're waiting?" she asked. 
     "Sure, sure.  Why not?  Wow, you did all these paintings?" I said as I stared at the 
gallery-like walls. "I didn't see these ones at your vernissage.  You're really good." 
     "So they tell me," she said coldly as she handed me a glass of wine that said on the 
glass Cheap White Wine."  
     "Love the glass, too.  Cheap White Wine?  Where did you buy these?" 
     "Just at some novelty boutique.  I like to collect eclectic things." 
     "Sorry about your vernissage," I said. 
     "I'd rather not talk about it right now.  Talent means nothing in this city; only 
connections matter." 
     I could see her view on the art world was jaded and I was not going to go down that 
path. 
     "So where's your guitar?" 
     "In the closet, why don't you go open it?"  I looked across the room to the closet door, 
walked over, and opened it.  I was surprised to see many women's long dresses and 
gowns hanging in an orderly fashion.   
     "I can't see it.  Are you sure it's in here?" 
     "It's way in the back.  You'll have to go deeper," she said.     
     "OK, I guess I'll have to go into the closet to get it."  I pushed my way in and felt 
through something that looked like an old white wedding dress and I finally saw the base 
of the guitar.  I carefully pulled it out not to rip the wedding dress. 
     "Here it is.  I'm now out of the closet," I said proudly. 
     "Do you think you can do it while I go to the bathroom?" Sylvie asked. 
     "It shouldn't be too hard," I replied as I ran my finger across the strings that rang out 
and it was not so out-of-tune as expected. 
     "There's a chair facing the window.  You can turn on the purple lamp if you like."  I 
took the small green chair and plucked a reference note on my guitar and started to tune 
her guitar while I looked outside across the street.  There was a high-rise building that 
allowed you to see into the other people's lit apartments.  I sipped on some wine and 
thought this was still a much better apartment than my own.  As I was halfway through 
tuning her guitar and started on the G-string, I faintly heard Sylvie come out of the 
bathroom, but this wine was making me even drunker.  The fear of the last half-hour was 
subsiding and I was back into a hazy state.  As I was tuning the string tighter, I suddenly 
a felt warm breath on the back of my neck and then someone bit it!  I didn't say anything 
for a moment as I just stopped tuning and the guitar string I had just plucked slowly faded 
away.  I could still feel some breathing on my neck and then it stopped.  I slowly turned 
around on my chair to see Sylvie's fishnets up close and an elongated object bulging 
through her short skirt.  My mouth dropped open but I didn't know what to say.  I froze 
momentarily, but I quickly closed my mouth.  
     "Ah, Sylvie..." I hesitated slowly, "I already have a girlfriend back home."  I didn't 
know what else to say in this crazy situation. 
     "What?  But I thought you were gay?" 
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     "Gay?  Who told you that?" 
     "Katie." 
     "Katie?  Man, oh man.  The girl is giving me a reputation I don't even have." 
     "You mean it's not true?"  Sylvie backed away from the chair while I still held on tight 
to the guitar in shock. 
     "No, and I don't know whatever gave her that idea." 
     "She said she tried to sleep with you, but you... you... couldn't get it up.  So she thinks 
you're gay." 
     "Sheesh," I said, "does she have to tell everyone everything?  If you must know, that 
was two weeks ago.  We went out on a drinking binge because she had no one else to 
party with.  We were so wasted by the end of the night, she invited me back to her room 
and I was too drunk to...  you know that Dead Kennedy's song?  That one." 
     "She thought it was you didn't like women," said Sylvie not quite convinced. 
     "I mixed wine, beer, shots, the whole shebang.  That's a deadly no-no.  I was a wreck 
and blacked out." 
     "So why would you sleep with her if you already had a girlfriend back home?"      
     "We broke up over a year ago.  God, does Katie ever have a big mouth.  You can't 
trust her with anything." 
     "So you're straight?" said Sylvie in an annoyed tone. 
     "Yes, yes, and yes, but I'm currently getting dizzy sitting in this chair." 
     "But what about all that stuff you were just saying to me about coming out of the 
closet?  You weren't trying to get me going?" 
     "I didn't mean anything.  I was just babbling.  I'm drunk."   
Sylvie looked a bit disappointed, sat down on the couch, and crossed her legs. 
     "Where's that wine bottle?" she asked. 
     "I'll get you some more."  I got up, took the bottle out of the fridge and refilled our 
glasses.  Sylvie seemed comforted at my gesture.  I walked over to the window and saw 
my life strangely flashing in the other apartments' lights before my eyes.  I was not sure 
what that meant:  was I dead or going to die or just wasted?  I took another sip of wine 
and almost lost my balance as I sat down on the chair. 
     "Katie's got real problems," said Sylvie in an exasperated tone. 
     "What do you mean?" I asked as I turned around.  
     "You mean you don't know?" 
     "Know what, Sylvie?" 
     "She's a coke addict." 
     "What?" I exclaimed. 
     "Haven't you noticed she gets really hi-strung all of a sudden when she comes out of 
the bathroom?" 
     "Now that you mention it, yes." 
     "She does her lines of coke in there." 
     "Shit," I said, "that makes sense.  Now I get it." 
     "She's unreliable, she'll say anything to anyone." 
     "I didn't know.  How long has that been going on?" 
     "Since she came here in late August." 
     "But how can she afford it being a student?" I asked. 
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     "Her student loan was already gone by mid October, but she's recently come into a 
large sum of cash." 
     "From where?" I wondered.    
     "She got married to someone for money." 
     "Married?  You mean I almost slept with a married woman?" I said in shock. 
     "Gawd, don't sound so puritanical.  She's only officially married on paper, not in 
body." 
     "I don't get it?  You mean she got married for more student loans?" 
     "No, I wouldn't call it a loan.  I'd call it a payment." 
     "For what?" I asked as I gulped down some wine. 
     "She married some East Indian PhD mathematics student for $20,000 so he can get 
Canadian citizenship.  She got paid $10,000 before the marriage two weeks ago and she'll 
get another $10,000 when she signs the divorce papers in a few years.  That should keep 
her in cocaine for a few weeks or so." 
     "Holy shit." 
     "Julien, and you thought you had secrets about being a impotent writer." 
     I sat back on the chair and this revelation made me reconsider my love for Katie.  I felt 
sorry for her but I was not sure if I could be in love with someone like that.  I was really 
confused and the wine didn't help straighten out the mess.  
     "Since you already seem to know all about me, I'm not... impotent.  I may be from a 
small town but I'm not exactly naive.  I spent a year at Lakehead!"   
     "I see," she said, "What and where is Lakehead?" 
     I took a quick gulp of wine and made the worst Freudian slip of my life. 
     "Lakehead University in Thunder Gay.  I mean Bay, Thunder Bay." 
     "You've had way too much wine, Julien.  Are you uncomfortable being up here with 
me all alone?" 
     "Not really.  I'm just a little confused right now.  It's about Katie.  If you must know, 
I'm in love with her." 
     "I kind of figured that by now, Julien.  You don't hide things very well.  You must 
have realized by now she's not the settling down type.  You're wasting your time." 
     "It's becoming clearer and clearer to me.  I just don't get why you thought I was gay?  
Not that I have anything against that." 
     "Katie said you always go see that older weird guy Barry in his apartment.  She 
thought you two were doing something together."   
     "Give me a break.  He's just the first person I met in the building when I moved in.  
He's kind of latched on to me.  I can't get rid of him.  Still, I get bored sometimes and I go 
back there and drink beer.  That's all.  He's pretty funny.  I'm getting some good lines for 
writings. That's all." 
     "I didn't quite believe her either when she told me that." 
     "Well, what convinced you then?" 
     "At the party tonight, she came up to me and said just after we were introduced that 
you told her I was hot, hot, hot."   
     "What?  I never said that...  no offence, offence, offence.  Katie is totally whacked.  
She's got a warped mind that makes up stuff." 
     "It's the drugs." 



 Moonbeam / Forrest / 50 

     "Man, oh, man.  This certainly has been one party to end all parties.  Shit, speaking of 
parties, we better get down there before new rumours start to fly from you know who." 
     "I'd better change into my Halloween costume," Sylvie said. 
     I didn't know what that meant but I finished tuning the guitar while Sylvie changed 
into the white wedding dress that had been hanging in the closet and put on a long blond 
wig and veil.    
     "Cher Julien, will you at least write about me someday in one of your novels?" Sylvie 
asked as she batted her eyelashes at me while opening the door for us to leave. 
     "Maybe.  Do you have any good lines I might use?" I said as I stumbled out the door 
carrying the two guitars by their necks.   
     "I do ink impressions of all my lovers' genitals." 
     I laughed and we went downstairs to Katie's apartment. 
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8.  Mare Nubium (Sea of Clouds) 
     As Katie greeted us at the door and the smoke poured out of the apartment, the sight 
of the bride-to-be, myself with a guitar in each hand made her shriek with excitement. 
     "No, you're not coming in until you carry her across the threshold!" 
     "That's not necessary, Katie, really?" pleaded Sylvie.  Her request was in vain because 
Katie and Penny led the chorus of cheers for us to perform such a strange matrimonial 
rite.  Before I could protest, Katie had grabbed the guitars from me and egged on the 
crowd in the room.  I knew there was no way out of this insanity so I picked up Sylvie 
and carried her across and everyone cheered.  Katie put the guitars to the side, and then 
rushed to take the bride away from me and dance with her around the room.  Everything 
now made sense about Katie's unpredictable actions and I felt relieved I did not have to 
love her.  I noticed there was still some tequila in the bottle and I went for one last quick 
shot though I couldn't find any lemon wedges left.  I figured that the worst of the night 
had come and past.  Things could only get better.  I wanted to talk to Smart again about 
creativity but he was already gone.  Penny came up to me as I was deciding what to do 
next. 
     "Julien, are you coming to the Deja Voodoo show?" 
     "Why not.  But are they any good?" 
     "Katie says they are.  She's seen them twice already." 
     "What type of music do they play?" 
     "I'm not sure."    
     Penny turned and yelled at Katie over the loud music. 
     "Katie!  What type of music does Deja Voodoo play?" 
     "Sludgebilly!" she yelled back. 
     "Sludgebilly?" I repeated.  "That's nuts, but I like it," I said as I almost fell off the 
tippy kitchen chair. 
     "Julien, you're getting really drunk." 
     "Tell me about it.  I had wine before I got here, wine here, wine in Sylvie's, and let's 
not forgot about the tequila." 
     "I need to ask you something very important." 
     "What?" 
     Her face seemed very serious for a change and she moved her long straight brown hair 
behind her ears. 
     "I need to ask you a favour.  Adam and I are finished.  I can't take his racist and 
violent outbursts anymore." 
     "Oh, I forgot about Adam." 
     "Listen, I need a favour for just one night.  Can I sleep on your couch?" 
     "My couch?  Why can't you sleep here at Katie's?" 
     "Because this will be the first place Adam will look.  I'm afraid to go back to my 
apartment so if I can stay with you tonight, he'll never suspect where I am if he comes 
back late." 
     "You're probably right.  But it's just for one night?" 
     "Just for tonight, and tomorrow I can get my brother to come and move my stuff out." 
     "OK, but we're all still going out to the show, aren't we?" I asked. 
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     "Yes.  You wouldn't want to miss Deja Voodoo releasing their new single - Three 
Men, One Coffin." 
     "Not on Halloween!" I said.  
 
     The party continued for about another hour until Katie suddenly shut the music off 
and announced we would all be taking the metro to Atwater and walking to the Station 10 
club.  Thankfully, she had completely forgotten about the guitars and I did not have to 
sing and play.  The majority of the partiers came along and we looked like a funny troop 
as we swigged from open beer bottles while walking down the street and into the McGill 
metro station.  No one tried to stop us.  Katie was dancing with Penny in the metro car 
and swirling around the metal poles.  The Goth guy was making out with one of the girls 
in black that he had just met that evening.  The Hong Kong student Peter was smoking in 
the metro car that showed a wanton abandon of the group's members.  The others were 
talking loudly, as drunks so do and I was sitting beside Sylvie in her flamboyant white 
wedding dress.  On the third stop, we made it to Atwater and exited out to rue Ste-
Catherine in front of the Montreal Forum.  We continued to walk down Ste-Catherine 
that was full of people donning the Halloween dress code.  We got to the Station 10 club 
early enough and there was no line-up.  We went inside the smoky club and found some 
empty tables.  Katie, Penny, and I then went to the bar and Katie ordered six tequila 
shooters; two for each.  I was starting to get really light-headed again and it was very 
difficult to talk and be heard above the background music in the club.  By the time the 
band came on stage, I was drifting in and out of consciousness in a sea of clouds that 
swirled around the club.   
 
     Deja Voodoo was a two-man outfit: the lead guy was tall wearing a black suit and tie 
and playing a beat-up semi-acoustic guitar.  He resembled a mutant Buddy Holly.  His 
partner had a buzz cut and an old gangster hat, played a snare drum and one cymbal.  The 
music was murky and dark and the vocals echoed like primal screams through a swamp.  
Katie was up dancing with Penny and had no inhibitions.  She even pulled me on the 
dance floor at one point.  Half of the time I was oblivious to everything that was 
happening around me, and all I remembered was more and more drinks being placed in 
my hand and a spinning room of lights and strange faces.  At one point I heard the word 
Falafal come into vocabulary and I didn't know what it meant but I had apparently just 
eaten one.  I saw mostly hats and the colour white in my clouded visions of semi-
consciousness.  Katie's laugh would come through at times.  I also remember smoking 
something afterwards, a strange flavour lingered on my lips and the visions stopped.  
Everything blanked out. 
 
     The next thing I remember was being rudely awakened by a loud pounding at my 
apartment door.  The constant booming continued as I turned over in my bed to try to get 
up when I touched against another person.  I felt with my hand at the body beside me in 
the semi-dark room and touched something lacy.  I turned over and saw the wedding 
dress.   
     "Oh shit," I said.  The banging continued and I groggily got up.  I looked at the clock.  
It was half past five in the morning.  I had a terrible headache.  I have had hangovers 
before but this was the one to end all hangovers. 
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     "I'm coming, hang on."  I was still in my clothes and my back hurt like hell.  My 
single mattress on the floor was not made for two.  I had no idea what had happened or 
how I got home.  I got to the door, tried to open it while holding on to the nearby couch 
to support myself so I wouldn't fall.  I was so queasy.  As I finally got the door open, a 
hand pushed the door all the way open and a mean face looked in.  It was Adam, the 
skinhead.  Always showing up like a bad penny. 
     "Where's Penny?" he said as he looked into my apartment that was now lit with the 
light from the hallway. 
     "Is that her?" he asked as he barged into the room.  Sylvie in the white dress turned 
over and looked up at him.  
     "Shit, that's not her.  You two are sick.  This is one sick fuck building.  I always 
thought you were queer, Julien.  Now where's Penny before I smash both of your heads 
in?" 
     "I don't know, Adam.  I blacked out last night at the club and I just woke up now." 
     "You liar, queer-boy!" he said as he slammed me against the wall.  "I'd feed you to my 
dog but you ain't fit to be dog food." 
     "I don't know, I don't know," I pleaded. 
     "I think she's in Katie's room," said Sylvie in order to save me.   
     Adam then let go of me and my head hurt even more as he seemed to think things 
over.  
     "I just banged on Katie's door but she wouldn't answer.  I should have figured.  I'll 
show that lezzie bitch." 
     Adam stormed out of the room, down the stairs and I could hear him yelling. 
     "Maybe we'd better phone the cops, this is getting intense," I said. 
     "We'd better check first to see what he does," said Sylvie. 
     "Sylvie, I have a question to first ask you.  What were you doing in bed with me?" 
     "Nothing happened, don't worry." 
     "But I woke up to find you in my bed." 
     "Look, you're still in all your clothes." 
     "I blacked out last night at the club.  What happened?" 
We all went for a falafal afterwards, then we stumbled back here.   
     "Falafal?  What is that?" I asked as I had a faint recollection of the word from last 
night. 
     "You don't know what a falafal is?  You ate one last night and said you loved it." 
I shook my head.  I couldn't remember a thing.  My head was in the clouds last night." 
     "Boy, you were really gone.  Penny decided to stay with Katie and they thought it 
would be a good idea if I stayed with you.  I helped carry you in.  You were so out-of-it 
and babbling nonsense." 
     "I don't remember a thing."   
     "You even asked me to marry you." 
     "I did?" 
     "You even kissed me goodnight." 
     "Man, it's all a haze.  No more mixing tequila with Deja Voodoo!" 
     "I stayed with you just in case you might throw up in your sleep.  You know, choke on 
your own vomit and die?  That happens to a lot of rock n' rollers.  Anything is possible 
after a Deja Voodoo show." 



 Moonbeam / Forrest / 54 

     Suddenly, we heard a loud crash.  We ran out into the hallway and saw that Adam had 
taken the big red fire extinguisher off the wall and was throwing it at Katie's flimsy door.  
He picked it up and hurled it again and the top part of the door was splitting open.   
     "Call the cops, Sylvie," I said frantically. 
     She went back in my apartment to call while I stood at the top of the stairs scared to 
death as he was screaming threats at Katie's door.  I could hear Penny yelling for him to 
go away.  Nothing seemed to stop Adam as he continued to hurl that fire extinguisher at 
the door until it went through completely. 
     "Stop it, Adam! Stop!" I yelled but he was a raving lunatic.  He reached his hand 
inside to unlock the door through the hole but he then pulled it out in extreme pain.  Katie 
had taken a pair of scissors to his hand.  Blood streamed down his hand and he now 
kicked and plummeted himself at the flimsy door and it gave way.  I ran downstairs as he 
entered the room and saw him smack Katie across the face with his bloody hand.  He 
took the scissors that fell from her hand and he grabbed Penny violently.  He started to 
cut off her long brown hair while laughing uncontrollably.  He was then about to go after 
Katie again when suddenly the cops arrived outside.  He let go of Penny and made a run 
for it upstairs right past me and disappeared into his second floor apartment.  I rushed 
down to let the cops in and told them where he went.  They got to the second floor 
apartment and it was locked.  They kicked in the flimsy door and I heard them yell he 
was out back.  I went back up to my apartment and could see from my window facing the 
back that he was climbing down the rickety fire escape.  I then watched him jump onto 
the pavement and he hurt his hand even more.  He held it to his chest like a wounded 
animal.  He then took a bike that was leaning against the fence and got on it.  He started 
to ride it with one hand when a cop car came barreling down the back laneway.  He sped 
up and swerved to avoid the car and hit a parked car and went flying into some garbage 
bins.  They grabbed him as he struggled violently kicking one of the officers solidly in 
the groin who then keeled over, but the others cuffed him, and put him in the back of the 
police car.   
I turned around to Sylvie who had seen the whole thing with me and I just shook my 
head. 
     "What a drama, Quel drame!" I said. 
     "That was close," she said, "We'd better go down and see how Katie and Penny are 
doing." 
     We walked down the stairs and the police were busy talking with Katie and Penny.  
They both were visibly shaken but relatively unhurt.  Katie wiped some of the blood off 
her face.  I volunteered the fact I had seen what had happened.  The police took my name 
if I would be needed.  Madame Chalifoux stood there in her bathrobe as the hero for she 
had been the first one to call the police so quickly.   
My head really hurt so I excused myself that I had to go back to bed.  Sylvie followed me 
up as well and took her purse from my room.   
     "I'm going back upstairs now," she said. 
     "Thanks," I said.  "You saved me." 
     "Twice, I believe.  Once for looking after you last night so you wouldn't throw up and 
die in your sleep.  Twice for getting that skinhead off your back."  
     "I owe you one, but I've really got to get some sleep."   
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     As she left the room and I was about to close the door, Sylvie said, "Do you want to 
come upstairs and consummate the marriage?" 
"Not now dear, I've got a splitting headache," I said. 
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9.  Mare Frigoris (Sea of Cold) 
     My old history teacher's words echoed through my mind during the second week of 
November, "If you drink before noon, you're an alcoholic."  I realized if I stayed in this 
same building on rue Aylmer for more than six months, I'd become a total alcoholic even 
if I started drinking at 6:00 o'clock at night.  The events of the last two months were 
beginning to take their toll on me.  I had had my share of blackouts and had attended the 
party to end all parties.  I had sobered up since the Halloween party and concentrated on 
building my Spanish vocabulary so I would be ready to go to Spain or Mexico by next 
summer.  I had told my parents that I might be going back to Lakehead University next 
year but that was not my plan.  They at least were satisfied that I was taking a university 
course in Montreal, albeit only one but it gave legitimacy to my true goal of 
procrastinating in search of becoming a writer.  I had remembered Smart's words and 
massaged them mentally in my mind, feeling I was closer than ever to actually writing 
something worthwhile but I still needed a final push of sorts - something practical.  I 
started writing down a few of my adventures in point form in my composition notebook.  
I convinced myself I was under no obligation to write them into a story.  I would just 
keep track of them like a daily diary.  It was a starting at least.  I drew little hearts around 
entries about Katie and did not hesitate to indicate how much I was in love with her albeit 
in point form!  I still believed I would have to travel abroad to follow in the footsteps of 
the great writers but I was starting to have my doubts even about that.  I thought about 
Barry's obsession with the moon and his life's goal of getting there.  Even he wanted to 
travel and already had 200 dubious pages of writings to his name!  As I thought about his 
ludicrous dream, I was suddenly transported to the summit of Smart's mountain as if it 
were on the moon and I was looking back towards earth.  Bam!  It then hit me right 
between the eyes.  The high-powered observer on the moon would be seeing us in the 
building, Barry with his 200 pages and moon map, Katie and her unpredictable passions, 
and Julien Ford trying to make some sense in the midst of this madhouse.  We were the 
story!  I was so excited by this revelation, I rushed outside into the street and looked at 
the building; this brown-bricked tenement that was like the Acropolis of time.  We were 
the story!  It didn't matter who was doing what to whom!  Life was a mad scramble of 
events and one had to take snapshots to preserve them before they vanished.  As I was 
having a private reverie session staring at the building but not noticing the freezing cold 
wind, Barry came out the front door in a heavy winter jacket." 
     "Aren't you freezing without a coat?" he said. 
     "No, I'm boiling up inside looking at it." 
     "Looking at what?"  
     "The building.  Isn't it marvellous?" 
     "It's a dump.  What have you been smoking?" 
     "But it's our dump," I said still in awe. 
     "You can say that again.  At least until we move or it burns down."   
     I laughed and came out of my dreamy state.   
     "Where are you going, Barry?" 
     "Just around the corner to the bookstore Le Mott." 
     "You mean Le Mot, The Word," as I corrected his French pronunciation. 
     "That's what I said." 



 Moonbeam / Forrest / 57 

     "What do you need there?" I asked. 
     "Space books.  I need to do some space research for my moon mission.  Why don't 
you come along so you don't freeze to death?" 
     "OK," I said, "You're right.  I'm starting to feel the cold." 
     We then walked around the corner to the tiny green-bricked bookstore that had been 
tucked away on rue Milton in the community for decades.  As we entered the quaint little 
shop that's door sounded a bell when we opened it, the bookseller was in conversation 
with an elderly gentleman wearing a sleek black suit.  He looked like an eccentric 
professor with his gray hair that was like two tumbleweeds on either side of his head.  His 
theatrical voice was booming and his amazing words could not escape my ears. 
     "Currently, I'm working on five novels, people say I'm crazy but Warkentin knows 
better." 
     After hearing such a proclamation, I realized immediately this was the man I had been 
waiting to meet: a real living and breathing writer.  I had never heard of a writer called 
Warkentin but I assumed he was famous. 
     "I am in constant contact with several publishers from New York," he said but it did 
not sound like bragging.  The bookseller turned away from Warkentin for a moment and 
looked over at us.  I was not sure if he was trying to be polite or avoid the prolific writer. 
     "Can I help you?  Is there anything in particular you are looking for?" 
     "Space books," Barry said, "Do you have any books on space travel?" 
     "I'm sorry.  We don't carry any astronomy books but we do have a small science 
fiction section." 
     Before Barry could respond, the writer turned around and looked at us with his wild 
bulging eyes. 
     "Maybe you would like to read one of my science fiction novels?" 
     "What's it called?" I asked. 
     "Infinity," he trumpeted out like a man standing on the edge of a cliff.  Barry looked 
confused by this chain of events and put his hands nervously in his pants pockets. 
     "I don't think so," Barry replied. 
     "And why not, my good Sir?" 
     "Thinking about infinity gives me a headache." 
     I had to keep myself from laughing in this most comical situation and this writer 
Warkentin obviously did not know Barry's personal wit.  The writer however was not 
subdued by any rash comments and continued to engage us in a lively conversation. 
     "Are any of you writers?" he said. 
     "I've written 200 pages of poetry," Barry said. 
     "Lovely," Warkentin said.  "And how about you, my good Sir?" 
     "He's a musician," Barry said before I had a chance to make up my mind what I was. 
Warkentin then flayed his arms wildly in the air as if he were some demented orchestral 
conductor at the exhilarating climax of the musical work being performed on stage. 
     "Maybe you can put music to one of my operas?" he said outrageously. 
As soon as he said that, I was starting to believe this writer was a bit of a quack.  I 
couldn't put my finger on it, but something was not right in the literary universe.  
However, I was still impressed enough that I finally wanted to stand up for myself comme 
il faut. 
     "I'm not much of a musician actually.  I'm trying to become a writer." 
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     "Young man, you have come at such a fortuitous time.  I can help you become a 
writer.  I can be your mentor." 
     "Really?" I asked.   
     "If you'd like to become one of my readers, then I can help you possibly get published.  
I am in constant contact with New York publishers." 
     "What do you mean by a reader?  Won't I be one if I just buy your books?  I don't get 
it." 
     "Ah, there is an ancient secret on becoming a successful writer.  I have readers first 
read my works before I submit them to publishers.  I watch the readers' slightest facial 
reactions as they read through my manuscripts.  I then take notes and rewrite sections if 
necessary.  The Warkentin method is the only road to literary success." 
     "Sounds kinda kinky," Barry said. 
     "My good Sir, do I look like a perverse purveyor of the literati to you?   Of course not.  
Writers are the rulers of the world of imagination and have a poetic license to go beyond 
normal editing techniques.  As an avant-garde poet as yourself, you should understand 
the need for such liberality in all things literary." 
     "I think you just lost me there but I dropped out in Grade 6 so I wouldn't make a good 
reader," Barry said. 
     "What about you, young man?" 
     "I don't know." 
     "You are passing up the opportunity of a lifetime.  I can turn you into a great writer as 
well!  Warkentin and ...  What's your name?" 
     "Julien Ford." 
     "Warkentin and Ford, to only be equated with Shakespeare and Dickens." 
Warkentin raised his arms into the air as the little bell on the door rang as a new customer 
entered.  He regained his composure and handed me his card with his prominent name, 
title and phone number: 
 
Alfredus Eugenius Warkentin 
Writer 
 
     "Call me whenever you have time to spend a few hours as a reader." 
     The man in black then left the small shop very modestly and walked down the street 
almost as if he had never been inside talking to us.   
     "Man, is that guy over the top.  Are you really going to call him up?" Barry asked. 
     "I might learn something good from him.  He acts like he's famous." 
     "I've never heard of him." 
     "Me either, but writers can live very obscure lives and still be selling lots of books.  
He must be really good if he can work on five novels at the same time." 
     Suddenly the old bookseller behind his desk starting chuckling to himself when he 
overheard what I said. 
     "Let's go, Julien.  They don't have any astronomy books here," Barry said who wanted 
to go outside to have a smoke. 
     "Wait a second," I said as I looked at the bookseller. "Excuse me, do you have any 
Warkentin novels for sale?" 
     "Sorry, we are all just out of Warkentin."    
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     "Oh, that's too bad.  I would have wanted to read some.  Do you expect to get any in 
soon?" 
     "The only Warkentin you'll ever see in this shop just left on two legs," said the old 
bookseller.  
 
     A few days later after drinking one too many beers in Barry's apartment, I took out 
Warkentin's business card and showed it to Barry.   
     "Should I phone this writer guy?" I asked. 
     "Only if you want that spaceship in Moonbeam to fly to Montreal to pick you up in a 
body bag." 
     "You think he's a nutcase?" 
     "Didn't you hear what that guy at Le Mott said?" 
     "He must have been joking." 
     "Don't do it, Julien.  I need you in tact for the moon mission.  The rocket ship is being 
refueled as we speak." 
     "I could use some of that refueling myself, get me another beer!"  Barry got up and 
realized he had no beer left in the fridge. 
     "We need to get some more beer," he said.   
     I thought about it for a moment and although this was the first time I had drunk beer in 
two weeks, I didn't feel like anymore. 
     "No, I'm feeling a bit sick to my stomach.  I'm going back up to my room." 
     "Are you sure?  I can be back in a jiffy with a 6-pack of bottles, not cans." 
     "Thanks, but I'll take a rain check." 
     As I walked out the door, I turned around to Barry and said, "Shit, the Gorn's coming 
down the hallway this way." 
     Barry slammed his door shut and I put my head down as I ran past the Gorn who did 
not even notice me as he slithered and wheezed by.  He did not even remember me or 
what had already happened between us.  He was like a guided missile and only his target 
mattered: Barry's apartment and a bottle of booze.  I did not what to see the aftermath. 
     As I walked by Katie's door that had been replaced with a newer stronger one since 
the incident a few weeks ago, I wondered if she always left a candle burning when she 
went out.  Her recklessness did not excite me much anymore.  I turned to walk up the 
stairs and suddenly a voice called out, "Julien." 
     I turned around and it was Katie who had just come in the front door. 
     "Hi, Katie," I said with not much emotion. 
     "What's got you so down in the dumps, Julien?" 
     "Nothing much, just the mid November blues.  Just bored I guess" 
     "Me too, there must be something in the water in this building.  It's got old lead pipes, 
ya know?" 
     "I let the tap run for about five minutes at least before I'll drink a glass of water," I 
said. 
     "Sounds pretty exciting.  It's been boring around here lately now that Penny's moved 
out and her schizoid ex-boyfriend is behind bars." 
     "Did they lock him up?" 
     "Yeah, he'll be in for awhile.  He also kicked a police officer in the balls.  I have to 
testify." 
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     "Guess he won't be a guest of honour at the Annual Police Ball?"  
     "Now he'll have to watch out for his own in jail."   
     I gave a half-laugh but I really wanted to go lie down. 
     "Hey, do you feel like going out bar hopping right now?" 
     "No, not really.  It's freezing outside.  I'm a little tired and just want to go back to my 
room." 
     "C'mon, Julien.  Writers are supposed to be notorious for their drinking.  You can't 
stop now at an opportunity like this.  I'm buying, I have lots of cash.  An all expenses 
paid date." 
     "No, another time, Katie.  Thanks anyway." 
     "Would you mind then if I drop by in fifteen minutes or so?" 
     "Really?  What for?" 
     "It's only 8 o'clock and I'm bored.  I promise I won't be late.  I'll bring you two little 
surprises.  Please." 
     "Well, OK.  But you can't stay too late.  I've got a presentation to work on for my 
Spanish class.  
     "Be there in a flash," she said as I went back up to my room and wondered what I had 
gotten myself into.  Strangely enough, Katie appeared fifteen minutes later at my door as 
she said she would. 
     "Surprise!  Red or white," she said as I opened the door and she held two bottles in her 
hands outstretched towards me. 
     "Both," I said. 
     "Both it is," she replied and she came in and smiled cheerfully.  I went and found my 
corkscrew and opened both.   
     "Let me pour," she said as she filled up both glasses halfway with white wine.  Then 
to my utter astonishment, she then filled up the rest of the glasses with the red wine. 
     "Both it is," she said. 
     "That's... uh... very unique," I hesitated to say. 
     "Live a little," she said.  She gave me a glass, we toasted, and then drank that strange 
concoction.  I must admit I did not find it very appealing at first, but as we had a few and 
talked about her Fine Arts courses, the strangeness faded away.  We lit a candle and had a 
very pleasant evening.  She even asked me about my Spanish course and seemed 
genuinely interested in my affairs.  I only got concerned when she went to use the 
bathroom.  I waited an eternity for her to come out and she seemed as normal as she went 
in; at least that's what I thought.  I didn't know if I could take another of her Jekill and 
Hyde performances.  I always seemed to get front row tickets for free.  
     "So when are you ready to write the Great Canadian Novel?" 
     "I'm still gathering data," I said. 
     "Data?  What data?  About who?" 
     "Oh, just about things.  Nothing much in particular." 
     "You're writing about us, I know it, aren't you?  Look me straight in the face." 
     I cracked up laughing and asked her to pour me more of that weird wine concoction.  I 
wanted to change the subject but she was more curious than any cat I'd ever known.   
     "You sly thing, I want to see what you've written." 
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     "Honestly, Katie, I've written nothing yet.  I've jotted down a few points in a notebook 
but nothing worth mentioning.  I'll let you know if I write anything," I said as I put my 
wine glass down on the floor. 
     "You will, will ya?  What if I tickle it out of you," she said as she attacked me on the 
couch and started tickling me all over.   
     "I'll get it out of you!" 
     I fell on my back on the couch and she pounced on top of me tickling around my 
stomach and I laughed out uncontrollably.  She then moved her lips close to mine till I 
could feel her breath, stared at me for a few seconds very longingly, and then kissed with 
such gentleness I never knew that side of her could endure the rough exterior.  The 
lingering kiss dissolved my fears of the past few weeks as she pulled back and looked at 
me with her soft blue eyes.  I had written her off as a love interest, but apparently she was 
still on the back pages of my heart. 
     "Is that a candle in your pocket or are you just happy to see me?"  
     "I leave it burning when I go out..." 
     "You little perv," she said suddenly and she tickled me almost to death.  She only 
stopped when she felt something in my shirt pocket.   
     "What's this?" she said as she opened it up. 
     "Alfredus Eugenius. Warkentin, Writer.  Who the hell is that?" 
     "Just some writer guy I met at the bookstore a few days ago.  He gave me his card.  
He's a bit of an old nutcase.  I wasn't going to phone him." 
     Katie seemed really intrigued by this writer. 
     "What's he look like?" 
     "He's in his mid 60s I'd say, gray hair, dressed in a distinguished black suit, and he 
looks a bit like a mad professor." 
     "Let's phone him up!" 
     "What?  Are you crazy?" 
     "Why not?" 
     "He could be a psychopath with a calling card," I said. 
     "Why did he give you his card for?" 
     "He needs readers for his novels.  He's working on five of them at the same time.  He 
wants people to come to his place and read his manuscripts while he watches their 
reactions." 
     "Sounds kind of perverted, we have to phone him now!"  She grabbed the phone and 
called immediately. 
     "Hello, can I speak to Alfredus Eugenius Warkentin, the writer." 
     "Speaking, and whom do I have the pleasure of having a discourse with?" Warkentin 
said. 
     "Katie Gawn.  I believe you met my friend, Julien Ford the other day at some 
bookstore, n'est-ce pas?"    
     "Julien, of course.  He offered to be a reader.  Currently, I'm working on five novels, 
people say I'm crazy but Warkentin knows better." 
     Katie covered the mouthpiece on the phone with her hand and made the sign of 
twirling her finger in circles at the side of her head.  She thought the man was nuts. 
     "We'd really like to come by and check out your works.  May we bring some wine?" 
     "Of course.  I would not say no to partake in some libations that my guests may offer." 
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     "Can we come by tonight?  Is it too late?" Katie asked impetuously.  
     "No, of course not.  I would be delighted." 
     Before I knew it, Katie had written down his address, called a cab, and we were on our 
way across town, to rue St-Jacques Ouest near the railyards.  It was dark and cold outside 
and I had only worn a light jacket in haste.  There was a very shabby dépanneur nearby 
and she asked the driver to stop there while she went in and bought a litre of cheap red 
wine.  The taxi then continued a few more blocks and we arrived at a small building of 
about twelve units.  She paid for the taxi and we walked inside the lobby.  We saw the 
buzzer, Apartment 13, Alfredus Eugenius Warkentin. 
     "Why do I have a bad feeling about this?  I'd rather be back in my apartment with you 
tickling me," I said. 
     "This might not be the army, but it's an adventure, Julien.  When are you ever going to 
get to do this again?  Never.  You'll thank me for it later."  She buzzed and we waited for 
the door to be unlocked.  I hoped he might not be at home, but I knew my luck had run 
out;  he buzzed us in and I pulled open the entrance door.  Katie started frantically 
searching her pockets for something and I stood waiting in the doorway. 
     "Shit, I left it at your place in the bathroom." 
     "What?" I said. 
     "We've got to go back, right now." 
     "For what?" 
     "My drugs! What the fuck do you think?  I want my coke." 
     "Shit, Katie.  Can't you just do without it for a few hours?" 
     "No, I only took half of what I normally do.  I'm coming down.  I don't wanna read 
Warkentin's shit straight.  Give me your apartment keys." 
     I could not believe I was in an impossibly foolish predicament torn between Katie's 
drugs and Warkentin's novels.  I knew she would not be reasonable and I gave her my 
keys. 
     "Look, Katie.  There's no sense coming back here again.  It's too far.  I'll go see 
Warkentin and meet you back at my apartment in a few hours.  Don't go anywhere 
otherwise I won't be able to get into my own apartment without my keys.  Do you 
understand?  I don't want to be left out on such a freezing cold night. 
     "Yeah, yeah.  I'm not stupid." 
     "Why don't you at least come up and use Warkentin's phone to call a cab?"   
     "OK, that's a good idea." 
     We both settled on the plan and we marched up to the top floor of this three-story 
building.  I knocked on the battered old door with some trepidation I must admit.  I 
convinced myself that he was after all very respectable in that sleek black suit the last 
time I saw him.  He frequented small bookstores so he must be a genuine literary man.  
There was nothing suspect about him despite the fact that his writing might be not very 
good.  When the door opened, I was utterly stunned to say the least.  The Alfredus 
Eugenius Warkentin I had met in the bookstore looked much different than the one before 
me now!  He was not wearing any sleek black suit, but a mass of flea-bitten sweaters tied 
around him with yellow utility rope.  Probably for the first time in Katie's life, she did not 
say a word.  Who could?  He was wearing not one, but two musty tuques crookedly on 
his head.  His baggy gray track pants and moth-eaten slippers helped complete the picture 
of the writer gone bananas. 
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     "So nice to see you again, Julien and your friend Katie Gawn if I remember correctly.  
Come in, come in, it's very cold outside." 
     The man had an excellent memory.  He had remembered Katie's full name but he 
obviously had forgotten how to dress himself.  I was about to ask him if we should take 
off our shoes but when I noticed the floor of his apartment, it looked like the bottom of a 
cave!  I nudged Katie forward and made sure we followed Warkentin, not the other way 
around.  As we entered his living room, I could not believe my eyes.  The room was wall-
to-wall bookcases that were filled with shabby and dog-eared books.  Nothing was in 
good condition.  The shelves were crooked, ripped pages were hanging out of the 
dilapidated books, and the strangest object dominated in the middle of the room atop a 
singular table: a powerful computer.   
     "I have turned on the heat especially for you - my readers.  I normally keep it off all 
winter and let the heat rise from the other apartments.  But tonight, I've turned it on.  No 
expense spared." 
     I immediately wanted to get out of there.  I would go anywhere, even happily back 
with Katie to pick up her dope.  Warkentin was a first-class nutbar.  No sane writer I 
knew had a computer and it seemed a strange anachronism in this forgotten bookstore 
that had slipped over the edge of the world too many years ago.  Its proprietor had gone 
with it.  I really didn't know what to say and Katie was still as shocked as I. 
     "We brought some wine," I said as I held up the bottle since I had nothing else to say. 
     "Fabulous.  The libation fit for the gods.  I'll go get a corkscrew and my best crystal 
wine glasses." 
     "Don't bother, Mr. Warkentin," I said, "this wine has a screw top." 
     "Indeed, we shall then humble ourselves among the mere mortals this evening.  I shall 
get my best plastic cups." 
     Warkentin went into the back kitchen while Katie came up to me. 
     "I thought you said he was this professor-type dressed in black?" 
     "He was," I whispered.  "I don't know what happened." 
     "He's a screwball," Katie said. 
     "Hey, you called him up, don't blame me," I said.  Warkentin then came back with the 
plastic cups, opened the red wine and poured us each some into a cup.   
     "A toast, to my readers!" 
     We all took a sip and Katie was about to speak when Warkentin interrupted her. 
     "Your friend Julien wants to become a successful writer, Katie.  I can help him.  I am 
in constant contact with several publishers from New York.  If he helps me as a reader, I 
can do things for him." 
     "What novels have you written?" she asked as she was glancing around the room for 
the phone.   
     "I'm currently working on five novels:  Impure Thoughts, Big Decisions, Wasting 
Time, How to Murder Your Editor, and Infinity.  People say I'm crazy but Warkentin 
knows better. 
     "But how many have you published?" she asked. 
     "I am only waiting for them to be accepted.  I expect letters any day now.  I am in 
constant contact with several publishers from New York." 
     I started to realize that his constant contact with publishers meant his growing 
collection of rejection slips!   
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     "Can I use your phone?" Katie asked. 
     "I've unplugged it for the night so no one will interrupt my readers." 
     "Well, plug it in," she said firmly. 
     "The cord's been cut, I'm often so careless around sharp knives." 
That when the alarm bells went off in my head.  I was ready to pull Katie by the arm at 
any minute and bolt out of there if Warkentin tried to make mincemeat out of us.   
     "Come people, I am not the madman you think I am.  I am a writer for god's sakes!  I 
have printed out copies of the novels.  Just read a few pages, that's all I ask.  Let me know 
what you think.  I looked over at Katie and we both thought we'd better do it in case he 
becomes the mad slasher and we are front page news in Le Journal de Montréal tabloid 
the next morning!  We sat down around the table and he gave a printout of Big Decisions 
to Katie and Infinity to me.  She started to read and Warkentin sat down at his computer 
and started typing away frantically at his keyboard.  His typing sounded like a bunch of 
mice randomly scurrying about.  He would then suddenly stop and stare over at Katie 
while she was reading.  He was looking for the slightest hint of emotion to surface from 
her face.  It was a kind of mad writer's voyeuristic fetish.  I started to read Infinity. 
 
     When I was a child, I tried to count all the stars in the sky.  Sixty-five years later, I'm still counting.  
People say I'm crazy but Warkentin knows better. 
 
     When I read that last sentence, I exploded in laughter.  I couldn't stop myself.  This 
guy said the same lines all the time.  He even used them in his work.  Warkentin suddenly 
stopped typing at the computer and stared wildly at me.  I was ready to run if he was 
going to pull out one of his Ginsu knives. 
     "What is it young man, what is it?" 
     "Nothing, Mr. Warkentin.  This book is great.  It's really funny." 
     "It's not supposed to be funny, you fool!  That's my most serious and darkest work to 
date!  Now I'm going to have to rewrite the whole thing!  Damn it!" 
     Before I knew what was happening, he rolled over in his chair on coasters and 
snatched the stack of pages from me.  He tossed the entire printout in the old metal 
garbage can. 
     "Gone, out of here!  Good riddance!" 
     "But Mr. Warkentin, you didn't have to do that?" 
     "Yes, I did!  That's my tenth rewrite.  I knew something was wrong with it.  Your 
reaction confirmed my fears.  Back to the drawing board.  Here, try the next one: Impure 
Thoughts.  It takes place in Central America." 
     "Have you ever been there?" I asked since I was very interested in the Latin American 
angle. 
     "Are you kidding, I wouldn't go to a place like that.  Everyone's a nutcase there!"  He 
handed me the manuscript that was printed very lightly and very hard to read.  I strained 
my eyes while he continued to huff and puff away at his computer.   
 
     The day I became a priest I vowed my chastity.  How I now regretted that vow with all these sweet 
young village girls around me!  Being a missionary is tough work.  People say I'm crazy but the priest 
always knows better.    
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     I couldn't control myself when I read that last line and I hollered again.  This time 
Warkentin did not even ask me what I thought and he rolled over on his chair and 
whisked away the manuscript.  Plop, into the garbage can, File 13. 
     "Too risqué for the book-buying public, I knew it," he said bitterly.   
     Before he gave me yet another one of his novels, I interrupted, "Mr. Warkentin, how 
long have you been at this?" 
     He scratched his head protected by the two tuques, turned around to the books behind 
him, and then gave a great sigh as he leaned back in his squeaky old office chair. 
     "Twenty years, young Julien.  Twenty years too long.  You know I gave it all up:  my 
wife, my printing business, and I moved into this apartment just to concentrate on 
writing.  I thought if I could write full-time, I would be successful.  You can't serve two 
masters." 
     I now realized this poor man had become a total hermit to write his novels.  I wasn't 
convinced of the man's greatness as a writer from the little I had read of his repressed 
stuff.  I couldn't tell him that though.  Giving up everything had not made him a better 
writer, it had made him worse. 
     "I make full use of technology.  I bought this expensive computer so I could write 
novels easier.  I thought I had The Warkentin System down.  It's sad, very sad it's taking 
so long." 
     "Why don't you call your wife again?" I asked. 
     "She's dead.  It's too late.  I wanted to show her that I could be a big success if I did it 
my way, and I would have begged her to come back at my side when I finally got the big 
break." 
     "What about all those letters you're waiting for?  Surely some publisher will 
eventually buy one of your works?" I pleaded. 
     "What do publishers know?  Those blind bastards!  Can't they see that I don't just 
write words on the page, but each sentence is a painting that should be hanging in the 
Louvre in Paris!  I've been suffering for over twenty years for their short-sighted 
appreciation of my masterpieces!  They won't get the better of me.  I'll show those New 
York publishers.  I'll make them grovel before I'll sell them the Great Canadian novel!  
I'll just have first to write it!  I'm committed to writing it!" 
     "Committed?" I asked as I imagined him in a small cell with very thick-padded walls. 
     "Committed if even it takes me another twenty years!  People might say I'm crazy but 
Warkentin knows better.  I'll show those illiterate bastards!" he said as he slammed down 
his fist angrily upon the table and the printer started printing all by itself. 
     Suddenly, Katie started giggling as she looked up from her pages of Big Decisions 
with her moon-like eyes. 
     "So, Katie, what do you think about my writing?  Is it gritty enough for you? You look 
like the type to like the rough stuff."   
     Warkentin's eyes bulged as his taunt was directed at Katie but she did not even blink 
an eye. 
     "There's one little problem with your writing, Mr. Warkentin," she said ever so 
sweetly. 
     "Yes, yes.  I can take it.  Be honest now." 
     "Well, it sucks.  Capital S, U, C, K, S.  It sucks!" 
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     "Ah!!!" shouted the horrified writer as if the guillotine had just come down on his own 
head. 
     "As they say out West, it blows dead bears," she added. 
     That's when I knew it was time to leave.  Exit stage right!  I grabbed Katie by the arm 
and I got the apartment door open after momentarily fighting with the deadbolt.  We 
hightailed it out of there and down the stairs so fast I thought I could hear him coming 
after us with a meat cleaver.  We didn't care about the cold and we crisscrossed a few 
streets until we were a safe enough distance away.  As we were catching our breath that 
made shimmering ghosts in the cold night air, an unoccupied taxi happened to be going 
by on rue St-Jacques that Katie spotted and she hailed to rescue us.  We got inside and 
regained our breath as we sped back towards downtown and the comforting lights of the 
sane city. 
     "Boy, that was close," I said, "I'm glad to be as far away as possible from that insane 
hermit." 
     Katie did not say anything as she seemed a bit lost as she looked out the window at the 
many anonymous lights in the distance. 
     "His life was sad," she said, "he gave it all up to write."  
     "You're now feeling sorry for him?" I asked in shock. 
     "Don't you get it, Julien?  That could be anyone of us in forty years or so with broken 
dreams." 
     "Man, I never thought of it that way before... but Warkentin?" 
     "I didn't say he was a good writer.  It's just it could have been you in that room, 
Julien." 
     "No way.  I'll never let that happen to me." 
     "I take it back," Katie said as she was even visibly shaken by the experience as her 
eyes met mine with some unknown fear. 
     "Take what back?" 
     "Forget all that shit I said about adventures, and to live at little.  Save yourself.  Never 
become a writer.  People might say I'm crazy, but I now know better." 
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10.  Mare Crisium (Sea of Crises) 
     "Mark it down on your calendar, December 16, 1986 will be the lift off date for the 
Montreal Moon Mission," Barry said as we sat in the café Les Gâteries one Saturday 
afternoon on rue St-Denis near Carré St-Louis.   
     "Why that date?" I asked as I sipped on an espresso allongé. 
     "It's only two and a half weeks away.  It's the full moon so we'll be able to guide the 
rocket ship in the dark.  Also, that's usually when the Gorn's welfare check runs out by 
that time of the month and he comes by looking for handouts.  This time, we'll be long 
gone." 
     "Why not bring him into space?  He's got experience," I joked. 
     "Are you nuts?  He's already an alien infiltrating among earthlings and wreaking 
major havoc." 
     "Well who else is coming along?" 
     Barry sat quietly smoking for a moment, ripped some sugar packets into his coffee and 
most of it spilt on the table. 
     "We've still got a few seats in the rocket ship." 
     "First class or economy?" I asked. 
     "Smartass," Barry replied.  "We need recruits but I'm starting to get nervous in the 
service." 
     "Don't panic.  Who have you got already?" I asked again. 
Barry looked nervous, left then right, and exhaled smoke from his mouth. 
     "You, me, and the Hong Kong exchange student Peter Chan." 
     "You never told me about Peter?" 
     "He's already signed up.  I asked him.  His English is a little shaky but he's keen to go 
into space." 
     "What did you ask him?"  
     "If he wanted to go to the moon soon?" 
     "And what did he say?  Yes, at the end of the year." 
     "Are you sure?" 
     "Absolutely.  That's why it has to be in December after his exams." 
     "Anyone else?" 
     "That rockabilly British bass player in the building said he'd go but he's leaving early 
back to London for Christmas.  I bought him a 6-pack once and he leaves town.  How's 
that for gratitude?" 
     "What about Richard from the astronomy club?" 
     "Nah, he's into deep space objects: galaxies, black holes, that kind of stuff.  We're only 
staying in this solar system.  We should probably check out all the planets before we 
finally land on the moon just to see how the other colonies are doing." 
     "What other colonies?" 
     "You know, the Martian colony at Candor.  I think we've got a few on Jupiter's moons 
and a lighthouse on Pluto but it's been so long since we've heard from any of them."  I 
drank the rest of the strong coffee and I looked around the small café.  It was very strange 
that Barry went to Les Gâteries since everyone was speaking French and his mastery of 
the language of Molière was theatrical comedy, but not art. 
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     "I've saved up some money after stacking chairs for the veterans on Remembrance 
Day.  I've got $120 for two days of work under the table," Barry said as he pulled the roll 
of bills out of his pocket.   
     "If I can just lay off the beer and smokes for awhile, that money will help buy 
provisions for the trip."   
     "Is that why we're having coffee today?" 
     "No, sometimes I need to get out of the apartment and I wanted to show you as far 
east as I've ever gone in the city." 
     "Really?  I can't believe that.  What about the Olympic Stadium?  Tell me you've 
never been there?" 
     "I think it's time for you to leave," Barry said unexpectedly. 
     "What did I say?" 
     "Don't ever mention the Olympics to me again." 
     "OK, sorry, champ." 
     "That's it, I'm in no mood for jokes," Barry said as he abruptly got up and left the café.                         
I sat still stunned by the king of one-liners who had never once flipped out on me.  I felt a 
bit sorry for myself.  I didn't deserve such oddball behaviour.  I didn't mean to say champ. 
It was one of those slips that one can never really explain, when subconscious thoughts 
surface to poke holes into rational speech.  As I sipped on my last bit of coffee, my 
thoughts were interrupted by a loud humming sound in the distance that was slowly 
approaching.  I left the café and stood on rue St-Denis and saw a parade a few blocks 
away.  Everyone from the park across the street, Carré St-Louis were coming to their side 
of the street to investigate the approaching rumble.  As the cortege got closer, I could 
now see what it really was:  a motorcycle gang in full formation.  I stood riveted to the 
spot as the hypnotic trance of the rumble of the finely-tuned engines overtook every other 
sound including the annoying pigeons grunting in the park.  The procession had a certain 
elegance to it that one could not quite describe.  It would be like trying to describe a 
dream's changing vivid colours as one awakens unexpectedly to see only a dark room.  
The formation was more magnificent than any military parade I had ever seen, for this 
needed no banners, no fanfare, no trumpets blaring, and only the hum of the motorcycle 
engines that hypnotized the crowd and was a thrill to my senses.  As it finally passed by 
going down towards rue Sherbrooke into the myriad of bars along the St-Denis strip, I 
felt I had finally witnessed a poetic event; not one I had ever expected, and now it had 
vanished.  I knew I would have to write about it one day.   
 
     I crossed rue St-Denis and I wished I had my composition notebook with me but I did 
not.  The startling images, sounds, and emotions were engraved in my mind and lingered.  
I walked through the Carré St-Louis park and although it was a bit chilly, I felt my 
emerging full energy and readiness to be a writer.  I would not give up everything I 
owned to live up in a garret and be un poète maudit, or drink myself to oblivion night 
after night, or travel the world to see the remaining wonders; the wonders were here right 
in front of me all the time.   
     I had completely forgotten about Barry until I saw him sitting on one of the benches 
near a few lost pigeons.  He was watching the birds endlessly pecking at the empty 
ground and he had a look of complete dread on his face.  I walked up to him. 
     "Are you alright, Barry?"    
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     "Yeah, I'm fine," he said surprisingly. 
     "Did you see that great motorcycle gang that just went by?" I said excitedly. 
     "No, was there one?" he asked. 
     "Didn't you hear it?  It was really loud." 
     "No, not at all.  I've been sitting here the whole time." 
     "Well, there was one.  I might want to write about it.  Are you still mad at me?" 
     "Mad at you?" he asked with a significant blank look in his eyes. 
     "For what I said in the café.  Don't you remember?" 
     "No, I don't.  I have memory blackouts all the time.  I was just waiting for you to walk 
by.  I wasn't sure why I was out here and you were gone.  The last thing I remember is 
sitting in the café."  Barry then took the pill bottle out of his shirt pocket and took two 
chewing on them.   
     "I was just thinking about my daughter, Andromeda.  She's so far away." 
     "She's still in the same city.  You'll get to see her one day," I said while trying to cheer 
up Barry. 
     "But I don't even know what she looks like." 
     "I thought you said you saw her once." 
     "That could have been anyone.  She and her mother were looking nervous and 
walking fast in the opposite direction." 
     "Maybe they had a bus to catch." 
     "I'll be OK.  Let's go down Prince-Arthur," he said.   
     Barry seemed to suddenly snap out of his strange spell and we walked down the red-
bricked Prince-Arthur, a nice part of the city I had only recently discovered.  It was a 
pedestrian walkway full of Greek bring-your-own-wine restaurants, artisans, and buskers.  
It was a chilly Saturday afternoon and there was quite a crowd of people standing around 
in a circle.  As we approached, I saw a tall thin guy with a receding hairline, dressed in 
black, guitar in hand and valiantly crooning to the ladies in the role of Prince Arthur as a 
troubadour.  He wasn't just singing, he was speaking in a strange Franglais, a mix of 
French and English that was sufficient enough for people of each group to understand his 
act.  He seemed to be flirting a lot with the French women while spinning around in 
circles and saying funny things.   
     "It's the old speed freak from Verdun at it again," Barry said. 
     "Who?" 
     "He's been doing that same act for years.  He's an old speed freak.  His welfare check 
must have run out." 
     "Do you know all the fruitcakes in this city?" 
     "No, just the English ones on welfare.  It's our Anglophone community spirit." 
     We continued down the pedestrian street Prince-Arthur, crossed St-Laurent, and 
walked towards avenue du Parc.   
     "Julien, do you want to go to the brasserie?" 
     "I thought you never go drinking at a bar?" 
     "I don't, but I'm feeling really weird right now and a few drinks would help.  I don't 
want to go home." 
     "But I thought you were going to save your $120 for the moon mission?"  
     "We're in training, and beer is part of it?" 
     "What?" 
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     "We need beer to get used to the dizziness of space.  If we drink enough while in the 
earth's gravity and get dizzy, then it will prepare us for space." 
     I could see Barry's $120 having a spinny trip down the drain. 
     "So, where did you want to go?" I asked. 
     "Just up the street, to the Pins Brasserie." 
     "Pins? Safety pins?  Is that some sort of punk bar?" 
     "No, it's just a tavern with a few punk students and old men." 
     "Really?  Let's go see." 
      We walked up the street to the tucked-away bar near the overpass and I saw the real 
name:  Brasserie des Pins.  Barry who spoke the language of Shakespeare managed to 
mess up Molière's French again.  It was the not the safety pins of the punk rock 
movement but des pins - a few pine trees around Molière's summer cottage!  I didn't 
correct Barry this time.  He was too unstable.    As we entered inside the dingy little bar 
that had a big screen TV at one end, we sat down and I was not really enamoured with the 
place.  I much preferred Katie's favourite haunts and not these Barry last chance saloons.  
The middle-aged male waiter came by and Barry ordered for us.   
     "Doo draft, Seel Voo Plate," he said in Franglais slightly more worthy of Baudelaire 
on a bender.  The man left and returned with four small mugs of draft beer.  I must admit 
I was confused by the four beers but Barry took out his roll of bills and paid.  I had not 
mistaken his order of two beers.  
     "Barry, why did the waiter bring us four drafts when you ordered two?" 
     "Don't you know, you're half-French.  All the old-timers in the taverns always order 
two drafts at a time.  It's a Montreal tradition, like this," and he plucked the saltshaker off 
the table and shook salt into each of the four mugs of draft beer. 
     "Why did you do that?" 
     "It gives it fizz.  Welcome to Montreal, Julien!"  He raised his mug and drank its 
entire contents down.  He didn't even bother to wait for me. 
     We spent a few hours at Barry's expense as I truly learned how to be a two-fisted 
drinker in Montreal.  My mom or aunt never told me about these things before.  They 
were always worried I would lose my French being a franco-ontarian but I was proud to 
say now I was gaining more and more practical knowledge of Quebec French culture at 
the hands of a warped Anglophone guide.  His idea to bring me over to St-Denis for 
coffee was something I had never thought of before and I never would have seen the 
motorcycle gang if I had not gone.   
     "Well, I'd better get home to my wife," joked Barry. 
     "Your wife?  What's that about?" 
     "I have a wife now.  A sort of visiting housewife." 
     "What are you talking about?" 
     "She's on welfare.  She just got kicked out of her old apartment.  She's been staying 
with me for the past few days.  She doesn't smoke, doesn't drink.  She's usually harmless 
but she gets violent sometimes when she starts cleaning up." 
     "Cleaning up? I don't get it," I said as the waiter brought us four more drafts. 
     "She did all my dishes yesterday." 
     "Really, that's great." 
     "Well, she threw half of them off the back gallery into the laneway!" 
     "What?  Why did she do that?" 
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     "Well, Colleen has some issues." 
     "Against your dishes?" 
     "She snaps sometimes.  She has terrible fits and she starts smashing things.  I usually 
don't leave her alone in my apartment but she was tired today and she passed out after 
taking some of her pills.  But I'd better get back before nine." 
     "Let's at least finish off this beer before we go," I said.  By the time we stumbled out 
of there near nine o'clock, I was babbling on about the Pins tavern for lost punk rockers.  
The streets were dark and we meandered our way through the McGill ghetto back to our 
building. 
     "Julien, do you want to come in and meet my wife?" 
     "I don't think so, the Gorn was already enough for me." 
     "Ah, don't worry.  Just don't say anything crazy-like to set her off.  Maybe you can 
help me convince her to join the team for the moon mission?" 
     "OK, but just for five minutes only.  Then it's vamoose." 
     We walked by Katie's door, Madame Chalifoux's, the old chess player who never 
came out of his apartment, and to the back to Barry's apartment.  He unlocked the door 
and a sleepy gray-headed woman in her late 40s greeted us as she immediately started 
talking to herself.  She seemed normal enough I thought.  Barry's crowd was definitely 
improving though anyone was better than the Gorn. 
     "Colleen," Barry said, "this is my friend Julien.  He lives upstairs."  She looked over at 
me and went back into the closet of a kitchen and muttered to herself.  I thought she 
wouldn't even bother with me when she suddenly came out and sat down right in front of 
me at the table. 
     "My son's name is Julian," she said in a scratchy voice.   
     "Really?" I said as I realized she had been through some really hard times. 
     "What's he do?" 
     "He's dead." 
     "Dead!" I exclaimed. 
     "Dead.  The cops shot him." 
     "What?" 
     "Back in Halifax.  He was doing a bank job." 
     "You mean he was working as teller?" I asked. 
     "No, holding it up." 
     I didn't like where this conversation was going and Barry started to pace.  When I 
caught out of the corner of my eye that he was taking some more pills, I really started to 
get nervous.  He brought me a can of beer from the fridge but I said no thanks.  I had no 
intention of staying long.  Barry then stepped forward with a proposition. 
     "Colleen, we're trying to get a group together to go to the moon? Are you interested?" 
She let out a kind of single-bark laugh then quieted down. 
     "What, you don't think we can do it?" persisted Barry. 
     "You're crazy, you ain't going to the moon.  You're on welfare," she said surprisingly. 
     "Exactly, trying to get to the moon on a welfare check is hard to do.  You'll believe, 
Julien, he's a musician," Barry said as he looked down at Colleen from where he was 
standing.   
     "Musician?  I played piano," she said, "I was a concert pianist for fifteen years.  I 
played in Carnegie Hall, Paris, Vienna, Rome." 
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     "Really?" I said. 
     "I had my own private jet," she said as she rocked back on that shaky kitchen chair. 
     "My own chauffeur, a chef, a secretary," she continued. 
     I looked down at her twisted hands with grimy uncut nails and thought about how she 
had thrown Barry's dishes off the back balcony.  Maybe she was all these grandiose 
things?  She might have had a fall in the prime of her brilliant career.  I chose my next 
question delicately.   
     "May I ask why you stopped playing piano?"  
     She had a very passive look in her eyes and simply said, "Arthritis, it wrecked my 
career." 
     "Oh, that's too bad," I said as I looked at her decrepit hands.   
     "I was a concert pianist for fifteen years.  I played in Carnegie Hall, Paris, Vienna, 
Rome.  You know, Rome, Rome?" she insisted. 
     Barry looked over and started grinning as she was suddenly repeating herself in a 
more aggressive way. 
     "You mean like that Roman soldier on the table there?  That could have been one of 
your fans," Barry said stupidly. 
     When I heard that, all hell broke loose and she flung the small table up on its side 
knocking over the ashtray, the soldier, and the other things that were on top of it.  I 
jumped up from my chair and she started crying and yelling at the same time.  She 
grabbed that Roman soldier that had fallen on the floor and ran to the balcony and threw 
it off into the back laneway.  I then heard a loud clanking sound and saw some sparks in 
the blackness.  She then climbed down the short fire-escape ladder, disappeared into the 
darkness, and all I could hear was a woman's weeping fading in the distance.   
     "My soldier!" exclaimed Barry as he rubbed his face and took another pill out from his 
pocket.  He straightened up the table, picked up the ashtray, and collected the few things 
that had fallen and put them hastily back on the table.  He then went to the balcony, down 
the ladder and came back in a few minutes with his Roman soldier that was now bent out 
of shape.  The part of the outstretched sword had broken off and he had not found the 
missing piece." 
     "She wrecked it, damn it.  I should have never let her in.  I was trying to help her out." 
     "That was a really stupid thing to say, Barry."  
     "I guess I was never meant for domestic life," Barry said as he put the twisted soldier 
back on the table as if nothing had happened. 
     "I guess she won't be going to the moon," I said.  "Well, I'd better go.  I've got to get 
some sleep.  I've had way too much excitement today." 
     I opened the door and looked down the hallway.  
     "Barry, there's another one coming this way." 
     "Who, the Gorn?" 
     "No, I've never seen this guy in my life." 
     Barry got up and looked out into the hallway. 
     "Oh, it's only $20 Bill." 
     "$20 Bill?" I asked in amazement.  "How many weirdoes do you know?" 
     "He's pretty harmless, it's Bill the Panhandler.  Just an aging, bearded hippy."   
     "Looks like he hasn't eaten in weeks," I said. 
     "He says he's an orphan from Quebec City, but he doesn't speak a word of French." 
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     "How come I've never seen him here before?" 
     "I think he was out East.  He must be back now.  He usually drops by to be fed, 
smoke-up, and sleep.  I then let him out and he comes and goes like a dog.  He even 
sleeps under the table.  It's like having a pet." 
     "$20 Bill, how's it going?" greeted Barry.  He gave a quick smile and Barry ushered 
him into the apartment and into the chair where Colleen had been sitting. 
     "Sure you won't stay?  My biographer needs to know all," Barry said. 
     "Your biographer needs to stay alive.  Still, this guy seems more calm than the 
others."   
     I went back into the room, feeling somewhat curious about the old hippy, and I took 
my place where I usually sat at the table. The panhandler was now across from me and 
Barry was back to pacing in the room but the mood was much calmer.  Barry became the 
perfect butler and offered me the same beer from before and this time I accepted.  
     "$20 Bill, this is my friend Julien.  We're looking to get a team together to go into 
space.  Are you up for it?" 
     $20 Bill looked up and smiled with his sad blue eyes that pierced through his weather-
worn face.  He rolled a cigarette with some bits of hash that he meticulously placed in it.  
He lit it and starting smoking and still hadn't said a word.  Barry paced back and forth but 
not so nervously.  He lit a cigarette and from time to time would leave it burning on the 
table in front of me.  
     "$20 Bill is the quiet type.  He just listens.  He has a sense of civic duty and morals.  
He'll never panhandle more than he needs on a daily basis for his hash and a bit of food." 
I laughed.  I wasn't used to bums or beggars but I was having a crash course since being 
in Montreal.   
     "I once panhandled from a dog," said $20 Bill in a low slightly gravely voice.  
Barry let out a laugh and went to the fridge to get himself a beer.   
     "I have the perfect job for you $20 Bill.  We have a lighthouse on the planet Pluto.  It's 
pretty far away.  How would you like to be the official lighthouse keeper?" 
     "Sure, I was just out East," he said between puffs of his laced cigarette. 
     "We plan on taking a tour of the solar system and we'll drop you off on Pluto next 
month after the welfare checks run out." 
     "Someone stole my last check out East and I had to come back." 
     "Someone stole your welfare check?" Barry said in amazement.  "Isn't there any 
honour among bums anymore?"     
     "I'm ready to head into space," he said.  $20 Bill offered me a drag of his hash-laced 
cigarette but I declined.  He outstretched his arm in that shabby blue winter coat that 
looked glued to his body, but Barry did not take up his offer. 
     "No thanks.  I started smoking hash when I was nine, quit when I was twenty-nine." 
     I laughed.  $20 Bill pulled back his hand and took another long haul. 
     "In my old hash days," Barry said, I once dropped some on the floor that my dog 
licked up.  He then spun around in circles and fell asleep for three days.  When he woke 
up, he started doing calculus." 
     $20 Bill and I laughed as the king of one-liners had got back his wit.  $20 Bill looked 
at me and rubbed his beard. 
     "Where are you from?" 
     "Moonbeam." 
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     "Where's that?" 
     "Northern Ontario." 
     "Went up to Moosonee once for a party on the Polar Bear Express with a few native 
guys I know.  What a party that was," $20 Bill said. 
     Barry interrupted, "$20 Bill is a traveller from coast-to-coast.  He's been just about 
everywhere you can panhandle:  out East, out West, the Yukon."     
     "When you mean panhandle, you mean he looks for gold?" I asked. 
     "Nope, just for his daily bread.  He's an old hippy, but hippies are hippies anymore, 
they're just bums." 
     Bill looked up smiling and added, "In BC, I once lived in a cave."  Barry had 
definitely found a new recruit for the moon mission but he was already in space.   
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11.  Lacus Somniorum (Lake of Dreams) 
     One morning a week later while sleeping in my apartment well immersed in a very 
pleasant dream, there was a sudden hammering on my door that startled me.  I got up, 
quickly dressed, and opened the door to find Barry standing there out of breath holding a 
package in his hands.  
     "Barry, I was sleeping." 
     "But it's almost eleven o'clock." 
     "I've been up late the last few nights studying." 
     "Sorry, to bother you so early, but you know I don't have a phone." 
     "What's up?" I asked. 
     "It's in, it's finally in," he said in delight. 
     "What's in?" 
     "Our training mission video?" 
     "Training mission?" 
     "For the moon and the planets.  I didn't tell you but I ordered this video a few weeks 
ago from an ad in the astronomy magazine from the States, and it finally arrived just 
now." 
     "What video?" as I looked down at the package he was holding. 
     "Voyage to the Planets," as he grinned widely like a kid on his birthday. "They have a 
fifteen minute part on the moon in it, but there's only one problem." 
     "What's that?" I asked. 
     "I don't have a VCR.  No one I know has one, and you can't rent one without a credit 
card."  As Barry was talking, I suddenly heard approaching footsteps on the stairs and he 
looked around the corner stairway and said, "It's that BC girl." 
     "I'll talk to you later, OK, Barry.  Just go," as I pushed him back. 
     Barry knew it was time to leave and he passed by Katie in the hallway as she 
continued up the stairs.  I quickly closed my door only to hear a knock a few seconds 
later.  I opened up the door and she looked like an emotional wreck. 
     "Can I come in?" she asked. 
     "Sure," and she entered the room and sat on the old vinyl couch. 
     "Did Barry just come by and see you?  I saw him in the hallway.  He's always scared 
to look at me."  
     "Yeah, he just received a videocassette in the mail but he can't play it.  He doesn't 
have a VCR.  He doesn't know anyone who has one." 
     "Peter Chan, the Hong Kong student on the top floor has one." 
     "How do you know that?" 
     "He invited Penny and I up to his room to watch porno movies when we all came back 
from the Deja Voodoo show.  We respectively declined." 
     "You mean you told him to hit the road, jack." 
     "Something along those lines, Kerouac." 
     "There's always a character in every bunch," I said.  "Everyone was pretty gone that 
night." 
     "How do you know?  You don't even remember half of it?" 
     "Tragic, isn't it?  It must have been the side-effects of the sludgeabilly." 
     "But you got to spend the night with the bride-to-be!" she said. 



 Moonbeam / Forrest / 76 

     "Alas, you already know my soaring reputation for my inability to consummate a 
marriage.  The wedding certificate was revoked.  I am a free man, once again." 
     "I think you're getting better, Julien," she said. 
     "What do you mean?" 
     "You're picking up my speech patterns, my crazy lingo." 
     "And I thought it was just Barry's influence all along.  But you didn't come hear to talk 
to me about Barry, did you?" 
     "No," she smiled, "I'd rather read one of Warkentin's novels again then talk about 
Barry." 
     "What's up?" 
     "Strange as it may seem, I have to make some big decisions; just like the title of 
Warkentin's novel." 
     "What?" I asked.   
     "Julien, you're a really nice guy and I know I've been a bit mean to you all along.  I 
see that now.  You were always just trying to be nice to me.  There's been so many guys 
in my life that have been real jerks that I just got used to their crap and had to push them 
all away.  Lately, I've been pushing the nice ones away too." 
I remained silent since I had no idea where her conversation was heading.   
     "I think I'm falling in ..."   
     Suddenly, there was more knocking at my door.  
     "Forget the door," I said strongly. 
     "What I'm trying to say...  I think I'm falling in ..." 
     The knocking persisted at the door and this was not a very opportune moment.   
     "What is it with these people?  Can't they get their own frigging lives in order?" I said 
angrily as I went to the door.  I opened it expecting to see Barry wreck a perfectly good 
intimate moment with Katie with his moon merde, but I was surprised to see a strange 
bearded man with graying curly hair that looked like some possessed sea captain right out 
of Moby Dick. 
     "Excusez-moi.  Je me suis trompé de numéro d'appartement." 
     "Qui cherchez-vous?"   
     I asked the wild-eyed man who he was looking for and he held out a small scrap of 
paper with almost indecipherable handwriting.  I could make out the number 14 and the 
name Barrie Glanston. 
     "Monsieur.  Cherchez-vous Barry Gladstone?" 
     "Oui, exactement." 
     "Il est dans l'appartement quatre, pas quatorze." 
     "Cette espèce de salaud s'est trompée de numéro!   Son français est intolérable!" He 
turned crazily around and went down the stairs yelling out a string of rhyming insults 
about Barry's bad French.  I wondered if there was a rhyming form of a toned-down 
Turrets Syndrome in Voltaire's language. 
     "Détestable!  Pitoyable!  Contestable!  Irresponsable!" 
     I closed the door to see Katie coming out of the bathroom. 
     "What was all that yelling about?" she said.   
     "It's some nut who thought Barry lived in apartment fourteen but I told him he lived in 
apartment four."   
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     "Now the crazies are starting to come to your apartment, Julien.  That's not a good 
sign." 
     "I know.  That guy was a loose cannon. I have no idea what he wants with Barry.  
Maybe he's trying to sign up for Barry's mission to the moon."  
     "What are you talking about?  Barry's mission to the moon?  He's sounds crazier than 
Warkentin!" 
     "Oh, forget it.  It's just stupid talk." 
     "Stupid talk?  Are you kidding?  You've got nutbars showing up at your door that are 
ready to snap.  We already had one skinhead around here and you know what he did.  We 
don't need anymore psychos." 
     "It's just a big joke.  Barry keeps saying that getting to the moon on a welfare check is 
hard to do.  It's funny, something you can laugh about over a few beers.  Except he 
doesn't stop talking about it.  He's got me, some old hippy panhandler, and even Mr. VCR 
Peter upstairs as part of his team.  He just received the Voyage to the Planets video in the 
mail today." 
     "Is he for real?  A voyage to the planets training video?   Didn't he get enough Star 
Trek reruns?  He sounds like a real winner.  Looney tunes!   Maybe he can sign up 
Warkentin?" 
     "I doubt that will happen.  Warkentin tried to get him to become a reader but Barry 
said he dropped out in Grade 6 and wouldn't make a good reader." 
     "Well, what if Warkentin started writing Children's Books?" She laughed. 
     "That would be too scary," I said in a ghost-like voice. 
     "I never knew Barry was so far gone.  Why's he like that?  So what's his story?" 
     "I don't know.  Maybe too much drugs?  He has some certificate on his wall that he 
was the Canadian Champion of something but it's been scratched out.  Anytime I mention 
the Olympics, he freaks out and tells me to leave." 
     "Look, we found out the secret of Warkentin.  We can certainly figure out this pathetic 
guy." 
     "Why would you be interested?" I asked. 
     "I'll do anything I can to stop you from becoming a writer and ruining your life.  I'll 
expose these people to you and show you there are no mysteries in them.  They're just 
complete failures due to their own sweet fuck-ups.  No one will want to read about total 
losers.  Why paint misery up in the colours of the rainbow and worship it?  Yuck!"   
     "Katie, you may have a point.  You're saying I won't think of them as so mysterious 
and I won't bother to write about them?" 
     "Exactly.  Tell me more about his moon mission crap and I'll come up with a plan that 
will rid you of him for once and all." 
     "What about your life?  Shouldn't I help keep you on the straight and narrow?" I coyly 
said. 
     "Just try, buster.  It'll never work." 
     "So what do you want to know about the moon stuff?" 
     "Anything I don't already know.  I've taken sciences you know.  I'm not some 
birdbrain bimbo walking around with just air in her head.  July 20, 1969 Apollo 11.  One 
giant step for mankind.  Hey, where were the women on that mission?  A bunch of guys 
in space, all alone wearing white suits?  Sounds kind of suspect if you ask me.  You know 
what I mean, wink-wink nudge-nudge?" 
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I had to admit; boy was she funny when she ranted.   
     "The moon is dead.  It's a wasteland.  It's a giant tumbleweed stuck in space going 
around the world's biggest ghost town called the Earth.  It's stuck in a loop like Barry's 
brain." 
     I was in awe of this girl whose each witty phrase never seemed to reach an end and 
continued flawlessly into the next. 
     "I never doubted your talents for a minute, Katie.  You really should write poetry." 
     "I've got no time to write poetry when I'm sober," she said.  "I've got better things to 
do like sabotaging that Dummkopf Barry's moon mission." 
     "But you can't do that?  There is no moon mission.  It's all in his head. How can you 
wreck something that'll never happen?"      
     "I'm doing this for you, Julien.  I could care less about Barry.  I want you to find better 
things to write about than a welfare bum who wants to get to the moon with a wanna-be 
writer, a burned-out hippy, and a porno addict exchange student.  This does not make 
good reading.  You'll find yourself in Warkentin's shoes, I mean Warkentin's moth-eaten 
slippers if you're not careful:  a thousand unpublished novels to your name that no sane 
person would ever want to read.  The fireplace is where they really belong." 
     "But what about uncovering the mystery behind Barry, the unsung Champion of 
whatever?" 
     Katie looked even more intensely for a few seconds and then screamed out, "Eureka!" 
     "What is it?" I said. 
     "I should have thought of this sooner.  Have you ever seen him taking any prescription 
pills?" 
     I hesitated but finally answered, "Yes, I have." 
     "This is too easy.  He's already a space cadet on medication.  Just go find out the name 
on the drug label and we'll look it up at the McGill medical library." 
     "But he never lets me see the pill bottle.  He keeps it in his shirt pocket all the time." 
     "Ah, too bad.  I thought we might have the answer to his insanity."  
 
     All of the commotion had made me forget about Katie's earlier conversation.  I kicked 
myself for being sidetracked by her crazy ideas.  She had more in common with Barry 
than she knew but I would never tell her that. 
     "But what were you going to tell me earlier when we got interrupted by that crazy guy 
at the door?" I asked her. 
     "It doesn't matter anymore.  I've got a new mission.  To sabotage the moon mission." 
     "But what were you saying?" 
     "Later, alligator.  I've got to fly." 
     "But you said, I think I'm falling in ..."   
     "Oh that.  I think I'm falling in... 
       ... with a bad crowd at that new bar on boulevard St-Laurent I've been going to.  
They do way too much drugs, even for me.  Ciao, I've got to bolt," and she left my 
apartment.  I stood there stunned and tired.   
 
     This had not been my ideal morning with first Barry's moon escapade, the visiting 
mad sea captain, and now Katie's latest scene from her Jekill and Hyde act.  I was 
realizing she did not have enough guts to face me straight.  Any sudden distraction 
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allowed her to change her mind and go for a fix.  She now wanted to get to the bottom of 
Barry's quirky life and wreck his moon mission plans.  I wasn't sure how she could do 
that but it made no sense.  He was harmlessly deluded, half-joking, and her involvement 
did not seem like a good idea at all.  I dreaded what she would be capable of doing for I 
knew she was much too resourceful and spontaneous for her own good especially if used 
for potentially bad ideas.  Her mission was to save me from Barry and make a fool out of 
him in the process, and if this was her way of saying she liked me, it was beyond my 
comprehension.  I did not like the idea of her Machiavellian plan and I would go down 
and tell her now.  I rushed out of my room and headed down to the ground floor to her 
apartment.  I knocked on the door but she must have already gone out.  I looked at the 
end of the crooked hallway towards Barry's apartment, and I saw the same crazed 
bearded man coming directly from there cursing and swearing so much I thought he was 
utterly ready to kill someone.  He continued his fanciful and fierce rhyming tirade of 
French adjectives that surely was still describing Barry's poor French, "épouvantable, 
inacceptable, insupportable, lamentable, haïssable..." 
     He intensely noticed me in the narrow hallway and I couldn't help but saying as he 
passed, "Misérable et irreparable!" and he hollered like a madman as he tore off out of 
the building.  I guess he had missed the two obvious ones, miserable and irreparable.  I 
thought he must be another one of Barry's hard luck cases.  Or maybe the moon mission's 
stringent screening process had rejected his psychological profile as a candidate?  I 
knocked on Barry's door and I could hear the radio blaring.   
     "Barry, it's Julien," I said.  I heard the radio turn off, then footsteps and Barry quickly 
opened the door.  
     "Was some madman just here snorting like a dragon?" 
     "Oh, you mean that nut Nemo." 
     "Nemo?  Who's he?  He looked like he wanted to kill somebody." 
     "You're right, he wanted to kill me." 
     "Why?" I said incredulously. 
     "C'mon in, I'll tell you about it." 
     As I entered the room, I saw $20 Bill sleeping under the table like an old hound dog.   
     "$20 Bill's still here?" 
     "He's having a siesta.  He slept right through the commotion." 
     "So, who's this Nemo character?" 
     "He's some local nutbar.  He goes around collecting beer cans and junk in the back 
laneways.  He uses a baby stroller to carry them in."  
     "I must have missed him.  Don't know how." 
     "How could you?  He looks like Captain Nemo on skid row." 
     "You mean the character from the book 20,000 Leagues Under the Seas?" 
     "Exactly, haven't you ever seen the film?" 
     "Yes," I said. 
     "Well, it doesn't take much to imagine Captain Nemo in that movie being a few years 
older, beaching his submarine the Nautilus, and turning bitter and angry." 
     "Hey, you're right.  He does look like a crazier version of Captain Nemo." 
     "Well, his name isn't really Nemo.  I just nicked-named him that.  His real name is 
Jean-Yves or something like that.  He can't speak English and I can barely speak French." 
     "So what's he so mad about.  Did you blow up the Nautilus?" 
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     Barry laughed and got up from his chair.  He went over to the corner of the room and 
picked up a small white telescope on a tripod that was leaning against the wall.  
     "I bought this junk telescope from that nut Nemo for $20.  He said it works best at 
night and not during the day because of the city lights.  I believed him.  But when I tried 
to use it last night, everything looked blurry." 
     "Let me see," I said.  "I have a telescope back home in Moonbeam."  I picked up the 
telescope and saw that the big lens was partially cracked.  I went to the balcony door and 
looked through it in the daylight but I only saw a blur and a crack resembling a lightning 
bolt.  I tried to focus it but that did not help. 
     "Its lenses are shot," I said. 
     "I thought so.  Nemo said it was my eyes that were the problem; the telescope was 
good when he sold it to me." 
     "It's a piece of junk.  The guy sold you a used lemon." 
     "He lives down the street and gave me his phone number when I bought it.  I phoned 
him from a phone booth to come to my apartment to fix it or give me my money back.  
He just came by and argued with me like his hair was on fire.  I could barely understand 
his French and he hit his fists against the outside wall saying what little he knew in 
English, "Idiot, mon eye, mon eye." 
     "Looks like you're out $20," I said though I decided not to translate the Mon œil affair. 
     "Well, I still have a $20 Bill under the table," as he pointed at the sleeping recluse. 
Barry put the telescope back in the far corner of the room beside his shoebox of 200 
pages of poetry.  I noticed he had a new poster up on the wall over his bed. 
     "Hey, where did you get that ripped poster of the planet Saturn?" I asked. 
     "$20 Bill brought it for me.  I have no I idea where he got it.  He must have 
panhandled it from someone.  Well at least he's fully committed to the space mission." 
     "Do you know the old joke in French about the planet Saturn?" 
     "No," Barry said, "I've been here forty-three years and I still haven't heard it." 
     "In French, you call Saturn, Saturne. But the joke is:  Saturne, ça tourne?  Get it? 
Barry looked confused and said, "Je ne parlez pas vous française." 
     "Your French is a little rough around the edges."  
     "I've been here forty-three years and I have still haven't mastered it." 
     "Try Saturne, ça tourne.  Get it?  The planet Saturn turns like a top.  Saturn, it turns." 
     "OK, I get it.  Very funny.  I'm glad you'll be the translator on the Voyage to the 
Planets." 
     "Oh, that reminds me, Barry.  There is one guy in the building that has a VCR," I said. 
     "Who?" Barry said full of excitement. 
     "Peter Chan, the student from Hong Kong." 
     "Really? Great!  He's already on the team. I've never met a student yet with a VCR.  
He must really need it for school." 
     "Not exactly, but I think he uses it a lot.  That girl from BC told me," I said. 
Barry got up from his chair and started spinning around in circles babbling the new joke I 
had just told him, " Saturne, ça tourne, Saturne, ça tourne, Saturne, ça tourne." 
     As Barry was ecstatic that we had found someone with a VCR, $20 Bill stirred from 
underneath the table from the war-torn fetal position he was in.  He slowly got up, sat on 
the chair, and went to work on rolling a normal cigarette.  He would have to go out to 
panhandle soon to replenish his supplies.  
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I looked at the wall beside the TV and saw a large map of Quebec. 
     "Barry, where did you get that map of Quebec?" 
     "At a used bookstore in Old Montreal." 
     "But I never imagined you as being a Quebec nationalist?" I said in disbelief. 
     "I'm not!  I'm English.  How could I be?  I'm also from the wrong side of the tracks in 
Verdun." 
     "But you're born in Montreal so that technically makes you a Québécois." 
     Barry suddenly looked confused for a second about his own identity and rolled 
another cigarette. 
     "For forty-three years I've been a Québécois and I didn't even realize it." 
       I laughed.  I looked at the map and noticed that the Northern part of Quebec was very 
sloppily circled with a dull pencil round and round. 
     "Why is one part circled?" I asked. 
     "Didn't I tell you?  That's for the Ungava Bay mission next summer.  I want to send a 
team of explorers to work with the Inuit to investigate those famous meteorite remains.  
Haven't you ever heard of the Ungava Bay meteorite crater?" 
     "No.  Who's gonna lead that team?" 
     "We'll need someone who can speak the language of the Inuit.  I'm still looking.  I'm 
thinking of putting something in the newspaper want ads. But for now, we'll just 
concentrate on our voyage to discover the solar system, and then head to the moon." 
Barry was so out of it that I could not bear to tell him that someone in this very building 
was possibly planning his ultimate downfall.  Maybe it was for the best.  $20 Bill smoked 
a badly hand-rolled cigarette as I looked at his hunched-over body sitting on the chair 
across from me.  To my surprise, he picked up Barry's notepad and pen and started 
slowly drawing something. 
     "What are you drawing?" Barry asked as he paced back and forth in the room and 
opened his back gallery door.  Barry then turned on the TV without the sound then put 
the radio very low in the background. 
     "$20 Bill don't take no pill," Barry said as he opened up his pill bottle and popped two 
small pills.  
     "Why do you take those pills?" I Barry asked. 
     "Nerves," he said.   
     "I thought you called them psycho pills?"   
     Barry laughed and said, "You would too if you saw my doctor.  Do you want a 
referral?"     
     "No, I'll pass." 
     "$20 Bill won't take no pill," repeated Barry.  "He's into organics:  mostly a bit of 
hash, nothing refined and marketed by big corporations.  He's an old hippy." 
I looked at $20 Bill who had now finished his shaky drawing of a small house. 
     "What's that drawing?" I asked $20 Bill. 
     "A house in the countryside," he replied as he could barely scrape together a few 
words after too many years of deeply inhaling organic substances. 
     "You see, Julien.  $20 Bill is into nature and the countryside.  He's a refugee from the 
city," Barry said. 
I looked at the strange childlike drawing and noticed one important omission. 
     "But your house doesn't have any windows," I said. 
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     $20 Bill put down the pen, slowly got up, and left the apartment. 
     "Did I upset him?" I Barry asked. 
     "No.  He probably just needs some hash to finish the job and draw them in.  Artists 
always need a push to finish what they start.  He'll be back tonight." 
     "How long is he planning to stay with you?" 
     "I have no idea, but having a pet is starting to become a nuisance." 
     "What do you mean?" 
     "He's been arguing with the TV and radio lately.  I'll be sleeping and wake up to find 
him sitting on the chair, smoking and swearing at both of them." 
     "About what?" 
     "I have no idea." 
     "He also sliced my kettle cord this morning."  
     "What?  Why did he do that?" 
     "He gets angry when he drinks.  He had a beer when he woke up because he had no 
hash left.  He's dangerous around sharp objects.  I told him to go buy me a new one." 
     "But he has no money except for what he panhandles." 
     "He said he knew someone who can get me one." 
     "And you really believe that?" 
     "More likely he'll steal one from someone else and give it to me.  He certainly can't go 
to a department store because the security will throw him out as soon as he walks in.  
'Don't come back' they say.  That's why he's a refugee." 
     "Well, I have to go.  I've got a few things to do," I said. 
     "What about that exchange student's VCR?  Will you go with me to ask him if we can 
watch the video tonight?  It'll be our training mission." 
     "Are you sure he said he wanted to be part of the moon mission?  Maybe he was just 
joking?" 
     "No, Peter kept smiling when I asked him.  Let's go up to his apartment now and see if 
we can use his VCR.  I can even ask him again about the moon mission." 
     I reluctantly decided to go with Barry and he took the Voyage to the Planets video 
with him as we went up to the top floor.  Barry was out of breath by the time we reached 
Peter's door and he knocked rather quietly while he just wheezed.  We could hear a loud 
TV and some shuffling and Peter opened the door. 
     "Hello?" he said. 
     "Peter," Barry said, "do you still want to go to the moon at the end of the year?" 
     Peter was smiling but he didn't seem to understand.  Barry did not pick up on the 
student's lack of language skills.  Before I could try to rephrase the question so he 
wouldn't think we were total fools with our insane questions, Peter answered, "Yes, yes." 
     I knew however there was something not right about this and I decided to take charge. 
     "Peter, can we use your VCR tonight?  We need to watch a film," I said as I pointed to      
Barry's video that he was holding up. 
     "Film, sure," Peter said. 
     "OK, great, eight o'clock?" I asked. 
     "Eight o'clock is OK," he replied. 
     Barry and I left him still smiling in the doorway as we went down the stairs.  I went 
into my apartment and told Barry I would drop by around seven o'clock for a few drinks 
in his apartment before watching the video.  Barry left musing of the training mission and 
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I laid down in bed for a few hours reading my Spanish textbook.  I couldn't help but think 
of the story of Don Quixote; the man who thought he was a knight and fought windmills 
that he mistook for dragons.  Was Barry a modern day down-and-out pacifist Don 
Quixote trading windmills for rocket ships?   
 
     Around seven o'clock that evening, I went down to Barry's apartment and found him 
smoking heavily while sitting at his table, and looking at the video box leaning against 
the twisted Roman soldier.   
     "Are you ready for the space training mission?" he asked.  "This is a momentous 
occasion in the annals of Montreal and space history.  We will be the first from Aylmer 
street to reach the moon and the planets!" 
     "After a few drinks, I'm ready for anything," I replied and Barry then brought me a 
bottle of beer.  As I was enjoying my first few sips wondering what insane story might 
happen tonight, $20 Bill came back through the door and held out a rusty old pot.  
     "Kettle," was all he said with a bizarre grin on his face. 
     "I want one you can plug in, not a rusted old pot," Barry said. 
     "It works," said $20 Bill. 
     "Yeah, in that house with no windows," Barry said. 
     I laughed and $20 Bill sat down while Barry paced more wildly than usual.  He was 
nervous about the success of the training mission. 
$20 Bill took out his usual supplies and started rolling a laced cigarette.  He took a few 
puffs and leaned back on the chair.  He then pulled out a folded paper out of his pocket 
and put it on the table. 
     "Look, you can get free food here," he said.  "I found it on the ground over on St-
Denis." 
The paper had the large letters FOOD written on it.  The paper was all crumpled and 
dirty and as he opened it more, I could see a piece of old pink chewing gum stuck to it. 
     "Look, there's a sample," Barry said as he pointed to the sticky gum hanging off the 
edge of the paper. 
     Everyone laughed and I took a closer look at the paper.  It was not an advertisement 
for a food bank but a clothing store.  $20 Bill had not noticed.   
     "We'll have to check it out sometime," I said as I tried to ignore the ridiculousness of 
the situation.  As I happened to glance at the moon map in the bottom left hand corner, I 
saw something even more funny.   
     "Holy shit, Warkentin's on the moon!" I yelled. 
     "What?" Barry said. 
     "It says Wargentin in the bottom left corner.  Don't you remember that nutbar writer at 
the bookstore who we met and I later went to his place to be a reader?  He's on the moon 
already, though I think they misspelled his name." 
     "Do you still have his card? Call him back!" ordered Barry frantically. 
     "I'm not going to call him.  You call him.  He's a lunatic." 
     "You've got a phone.  I'm all out of quarters." 
     "If you want more things than your kettle cord cut to ribbons, you'd better leave him 
on this planet." 
     Barry didn't fight it anymore and stared at the name on the moon.  He laughed to 
himself and we continued to drink until eight o'clock when it was time to go. 
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     "Let's go team. The training mission will now commence," Barry said. 
     "Go?" said $20 Bill. 
     "If you want to keep staying here, then you have to come watch the space video 
Voyage to the Planets.  It's our training mission." 
     $20 Bill grumbled but we all left in a single-file line down the hallway, and up the 
stairs to the top landing.  Barry knocked firmly and Peter opened the door.  We entered 
and Peter took the video from Barry and put it into the VCR.  We sat on the floor on 
cushions and Peter brought out a big bottle of vodka and some small drinking glasses.  
He went ahead and poured us each a big drink. 
     "Can I smoke?" Barry asked. 
     "Of course," said Peter as he went and got some ashtrays and then placed them very 
delicately in front of us.  He lit himself a cigarette and smiled.  I took a big gulp of vodka 
and so did Barry.  The team was nervous.  $20 Bill just rocked back and forth holding his 
hands around his knees and whispering gibberish to himself.  Finally when the opening 
title rolled onto the screen, we all laughed when we saw Voyage to the Planets spoken by 
an over-dramatic voice.  It sounded like King Kong had become the narrator.  I'm not 
sure why it was so funny but as we were sitting on the hardwood floor looking up, I felt 
as far away from space as possible.  I took another gulp of vodka and looked over at 
Barry who was hypnotized by a rocket ship preparing for liftoff during the opening 
credits.   
     "Look at our ship!" Barry said proudly. 
     The narrator's booming voice started the countdown, "10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1, 
liftoff." 
     "Blastoff!" Barry yelled 
     Barry's loud cry made Peter knock over his drink. 
     "Holy shit," Barry said as his body started to quiver, then shake violently during 
takeoff.  He got up and started pacing and smoking. 
     "Sit down!" I said, "You can't walk around during liftoff on a rocket ship." 
      Barry sat down but seemed to be convulsing.   
     "Have a drink of vodka to calm your nerves," I suggested. "You've got flight jitters." 
     $20 Bill started smoking another laced cigarette and uttered some profanity as the 
rocket ship escaped the earth's orbit.  I looked over at Peter who had just finished 
cleaning up his split drink and he thought we were all nuts.        
     "The moon!" yelled Barry as the ship whizzed by to get to the sun to start the journey. 
     $20 Bill looked at the shrinking moon on the TV and in his raspy voice uttered 
something even more clearly, "It's just a dead rock.  Big deal." 
     "What did you say?" Barry asked angrily. 
     $20 Bill inhaled and just laughed to himself. 
     "No mutinies on this trip!" Barry said enraged. 
     As the rocket ship approached the bright sun, we all turned our heads away from the 
TV screen for a moment when the narrator mentioned one should never look directly into 
the sun. 
     "I should have brought my sunglasses," I said without trying to further antagonize 
Barry. 
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     Suddenly, the phone rang and Peter went to answer it and he started talking really loud 
during the space flight.  As the rocket ship left the sun and then headed to the closest 
planet Mercury, Barry suddenly spoke out, "Are we on Jupiter yet?" 
"No, Barry.  We're on Mercury," I replied. "The hotspot of the solar system." 
     As the rocket ship passed from the sizzling moon-like Mercury to the beautiful cloudy 
blue Venus, the narrator informed us that Venus had a greenhouse-like atmosphere.  
$20 Bill laughed and said, "Do they grow any weed there?" and he continued to mutter to 
himself. 
     The rocket ship then zoomed its way to the familiar misty blue Earth, then to the all-
important fifteen-minute exposé on the moon that Barry had been waiting for.   
     "Imagine you have just reached the moon," the narrator said.  "Its spectacular features 
of craters, lunar seas, and mountain ranges await you.  You'll first have to learn to walk in 
an airtight spacesuit and drive a lunar buggy to go places.  Remember, the gravity on the 
moon is only one sixth of that on earth and there is no atmosphere." 
     Barry seemed alarmed. 
     "One sixth of Earth?  Does that mean the welfare checks get cut to one sixth?"  
     I realized Barry was losing it when he tried to open his pill bottle, the lid flew off, and 
all the pills went all over the floor.  $20 Bill hardly noticed the ruckus and Peter was still 
talking loudly on the phone.  Barry scrambled to pick up his scattered pills and he then 
swallowed quite a few.  I knew this mission would soon crash down hard very soon. 
     The narrator continued naming the lunar seas citing Mare Tranquillitatis as the 
landing site for the first man on the moon.  When the narrator mentioned that the far side 
of the moon is never seen from Earth, Barry got up frantically and started smoking and 
pacing.  I took a big gulp of vodka and hoped this whacko moon mission had an ABORT 
button. 
     As soon as the moon part was finally over, Barry once again interrupted, "Are we on 
Jupiter yet?" 
     The rocket ship on the screen sped to Mars and Barry seemed to become lucid as he 
saw the two polar ice caps.  Barry took a drink of vodka, shook his head side-to-side and 
made a sound like he was freezing cold. 
     "I've just got news from the Martian colonists that their ski resorts and ice motels are 
picking up business from the asteroid miners," Barry said over the announcers booming 
voice.   
     The rocket ship zigzagged its way through the asteroid belt and finally to Jupiter.  The 
announcer described the large gas giant planet, its Great Red Spot - a swirling hurricane 
bigger than the Earth, and then showed colourful images of its moons; especially Io that 
was literally an ocean of active volcanoes.   
     Barry exclaimed, "We can set up a lava lamp factory on Io.  Do you want to be plant 
manager, Julien?" 
     I replied, "I'm not into factory work, let's move on."  I was starting to get annoyed 
with his stupid questions and the others in the room.  $20 Bill was staring off into space, 
arguing with himself while Peter had finally finished talking on the phone and had now 
pulled videotapes off the shelf and was reading their back jackets.  As the spaceship on 
the screen whizzed past Saturn, Barry again interrupted, "What was that joke about 
Saturn, Julien?" 
     "Saturne, ça tourne," I said. 
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     "Shit, it's either making me dizzy," Barry said as he looked at the spinning rings of the 
planet on the screen, "or it's the vodka." 
     Barry excused himself and went to the bathroom.  As the narrator moved on to the gas 
giant planets Uranus and Neptune, the TV sound did not block out Barry doing his 
untimely waste management business in the washroom.  By the time he came out of the 
bathroom, the first thing he said was, "Are we on Jupiter yet?" 
     That was it.  I couldn't take it anymore.  This was a waste of time.   
     "Barry, we're almost on Pluto," I said angrily. 
     "Pluto?  We've got to drop off $20 Bill for that lighthouse job," Barry said as he went 
over to wake up the panhandler who had retired under Peter's desk and was sleeping. 
     "$20 Bill.  Get up," Barry said as he shook the old hippy.  "We're almost on Pluto so 
you can get that lighthouse job." 
     $20 Bill looked up and growled.   
     "I don't wanna work.  You take the job," he said as he went back to sleep. 
       At that moment, the narrator's voice became garbled and the image went haywire on 
the TV screen.  Barry looked horrified as Peter stood up and stopped the VCR.  Peter 
pulled out the tape that had become all crinkled in the machine. 
     "I'm sorry," said Peter, "my VCR eats tapes sometimes." 
     Barry looked disgusted at the portion of his tape that was mangled into ribbons.  
     "I feel sick to my stomach," I said, "I'm leaving." 
     "But I've got to get to the moon!" Barry said frantically. 
     "The moon?" I replied in disbelief. 
     "But the moon!" Barry said with such impatience that made me snap. 
     "You missed the boat, buddy," I said rudely, "it was about fifteen minutes ago... 
between the Earth and Mars."   
     The vodka must have went to my head but I let loose. 
     "Are we on Jupiter yet?  Are we on Jupiter yet?" I said in an overly stupid high-
pitched voice.  "Ladies and Gentlemen and Members of the Jules Verne Moon Society, 
meet Barry Gladstone, the ignoramus who designed this equally absurd and idiotic 
experiment."  I had just insulted Barry from a source higher than NASA.  I was quoting 
almost directly from Jules Verne's novel From Earth to the Moon.  Barry had obviously 
never read it or any other book for that matter. 
     Barry looked stupefied as I got up and headed for the door.  While I was having 
trouble with the deadbolt, Peter came over and opened the door for me.  He seemed 
confused by the strange argument, this crazy video, and the old panhandler who was now 
sleeping in the fetal position under his desk.   
     "What's wrong?" Peter asked. 
     "The moon mission has gone bust.  I'm bailing out." 
     "What?" he said. 
     "Are you really going to the moon at the end of the year?" I asked Peter. 
     "Yes, I have to go home." 
     "What? On the moon?" I asked stupidly. 
     "Back in Hong Kong," he said.  
     "I don't understand," I said. 
     "I have to move at the end of the year back to Hong Kong.  I'm not coming back next 
semester." 
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     "Oh, I get it, you have to move, not moon," I said as I finally grasped Barry's silly 
misunderstanding. 
     "What did you think I meant?" asked the confused student. 
     "Barry said you wanted to go to the moon.  You know, the moon up in the sky." 
     "The moon?  Why would I want to do that?  I'm not crazy." 
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12.  Mare Tranquillitatis (Sea of Tranquility) 
     In my dream that morning, I seemed to be flying through space.  My body was 
floating around the moon and I could clearly all the lunar features.  I thought I could hear 
the strange sound of pages turning softly as I hovered along the spectral landscape of the 
moon.  Just as I was floating calmly above the desolate Sea of Tranquility, I woke up to a 
startling voice. 
     "Never tell me to calm down," Katie said.  She quickly sat up in my bed and tried 
clumsily to put on her bra as she was talking on the phone to someone.  Within seconds, 
she had slammed down the phone and looked over at me.   
     "Who were you talking to?" I asked very sleepily. 
     "A complete idiot.  Never mind." 
     "Why won't you tell me?" I implored. 
     "If you want to know, it was my dad.  I called him long distance on your phone.  
Sorry.  I had to ask him something right away." 
     "Oh, it's OK." 
     She had an uneasy intensity on her face that morning and I felt she was pushing me 
away.   
     "Don't read too much into last night," she said.  "We just had a date, got drunk at your 
place, and you've now officially had your first affair with a married woman." 
     "I sort of wanted to see it more as a night of romance," I said. 
     "What's romance without burning a few bridges?" she replied.   
     I was really shocked at Katie's sudden coldness as I remembered softly falling asleep 
in her arms. 
     "Why are you so negative this morning?" I asked. 
     "You got what you wanted?  Why are you complaining?" she said, as she got dressed 
hastily in front of me. 
     "I just wasn't expecting the cold shoulder?" I said. 
     "It was a pretty warm shoulder last night," she said. 
     "Stop joking.  I'm trying to be serious, Katie." 
     "So am I," she said almost angrily, "I have to get out of here.  I feel trapped, just 
trapped." 
     I felt she was disappearing right before my eyes and I could still feel the passion of the 
night as we had talked about everything in life over bottles of wine.  I distinctly 
remembered the conversation becoming more and more intense as we seemed to get 
closer and closer on the couch.  That's when I touched the side of her lovely face and ran 
my finger gently down to her neck.  But that was last night and now was now! 
     "But what about all that life and death stuff we talked about?" I pleaded. 
     "Julien, everyone's birth certificate has an expiry date written on it in the small print.  
No one ever checks to look.  Time is always running out.  I have to try everything once.  I 
always wanted to have a one-night stand with a sensitive ponytail guy.  Last night was 
just a healthy fling.  It was fun.  But you've got to understand, I'm not into white-picket 
fences." 
     "So why did you get married then?" I said angrily. 
     "Fuck off!" Katie said angrily. 
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     She then stormed out of the room and slammed the door.  I sat in the room, stunned 
trying to figure what had happened between last night's passionate excess and this 
morning's starvation diet of feeling.  I was now totally depressed.  I thought we had had a 
chance after last night, but now Katie hated me.  Why did she all of a sudden flip out?  
Last night had been great.  She had dropped by unexpectedly to tell me her plan for 
getting rid of that lunatic Barry.  She wanted to send him two free tickets to a show at 
Montreal's Planetarium.  She then suggested we burn it down while he was in it.  There 
was no other way to get rid of that nutcase since Montreal had recently released all the 
crackpots from their psychiatric wards due to lack of funds.  Of course she was only 
joking and she was in stitches when I told her that I had insulted Barry's moon mission 
and the VCR ate his VHS tape.  She laughed even more even I told her that $20 Bill had 
refused to take the Pluto lighthouse job and passed out under Peter's desk.  Maybe I 
should sign up for that lighthouse job since Katie would now never speak to me again?       
 
     I spent the next few days keeping a low profile and I was too afraid to go see Katie.  I 
was hoping she would show up late one night on my door but she never came back.  Had 
I just been a senseless fling?  Barry was still mad at me that I had blown up at him during 
the training mission and that I had mocked his stupid moon plans.  I hadn't talked to him 
since the incident.  Katie was nowhere to be seen either--my few writings were now my 
only companions.  
 
     When I decided to go to a poetry reading late one afternoon in the middle of 
December to alleviate my loneliness, I hastily ripped out of my composition notebook the 
page containing a love poem I had written for Katie a few days before our argument.  I 
carefully folded it, placed it in my back pocket, and made my way to the poetry reading 
to be among the other cynically eccentric poets of Montreal.  I attended the New Poetry 
Reading Series at Le Café Prague and formally professed my love for Katie to the entire 
poetic community of Montreal with my first ever love poem called L'amour et la lune.  I 
returned late that evening to find my apartment building in flames under the full moon of 
Mare Tranquillitatis.  My world was anything but tranquil.   
 



 Moonbeam / Forrest / 90 

13.  Mare Serenitatis (Sea of Serenity) 
      Building Fire Kills Two were the morning headlines as I sat in a nearby diner eating 
breakfast and reading the newspaper.  I didn't have much stomach for the food as I was 
still in a state of disbelief since last night.  The article stated that two bodies were yet to 
be identified in the fire but they were suspected to be the occupants of apartment three 
and four.  The fire had apparently started from a candle from the ground floor.  The 
investigation was ongoing.  I had experienced a rough night in the drafty youth hostel up 
the street and it was difficult to look at my burned-out building where the past three 
months of my life had become an integral part of its structure, only now to be gutted of 
its emotional security.  The air had been still full of that lingering smell of soot of the 
burnt wood and plastic that still brought fear to my senses as I walked by it on my way to 
the restaurant.  I had woke up last night, startled to find myself in a room full of restless 
strangers at the hostel sharing dilapidated bunk beds as some sort of makeshift nomadic 
family.  I had grown comfortable in my own little building where I knew those eccentric 
neighbours and the pattern of their crisscrossing random lives.  I would have to start all 
over again elsewhere.  My composition notebook had been incinerated!    
 
     The sky was an icy blue with thin clouds far removed and I knew what I must do as I 
left the diner:  go buy a bus ticket to go home for the holidays.  I felt a strange numb 
serenity that blanketed me as I walked past my former apartment building several times 
out of perpetual angst.  I wondered if Katie's bad habit of leaving a candle burning had 
caused the fire.  I had no idea what had happened to her so I walked the neighbouring 
streets hoping to run into her.  Maybe she had stayed at friends?  Maybe she had gone out 
of town?  I was now wracked with guilt trying to determine whether the same girl who 
had wanted to expose Barry's boring life had also accidentally started the fire that killed 
him.  Maybe she had run away knowing her candle had caused the accident?  Too many 
possibilities raced through my mind and I knew I needed to do something about it.  I had 
to go see the building's resident matriarch: Madame Chalifoux now in Lasalle.  
 
     The bus ride was cumbersome and slow from the last metro station at Angrignon and 
my nervous jitters were not helped by the bus's constant stopping and starting as we went 
deeper into unfamiliar quarters of the city.  I was hoping to find a few answers that might 
absolve the one I loved of starting this terrible fire.  As I left the bus, I walked nervously 
up the street and practiced saying out loud the house numbers in Spanish to keep my 
mind occupied.  When I reached the small row house on rue Marie-Claire, I knew this 
encounter might change my world that I could never go back to my former uninitiated 
innocence.  I rang the door buzzer and watched its light flicker as the noisy message was 
sent to disturb the thoughts of the peaceful occupants.  Within seconds, the familiar face 
of Madame Chalifoux greeted me at the door and she didn't seem surprised at all by my 
unexpected visit. 
     "Bonjour Julien, how are you?"   
     "Pretty well, thanks." 
     "Please come in," she said as she ushered me into the quaint flat full of knick-knacks 
of a forgotten age.  I had never known anyone to have a coo coo clock but one large one 
adorned the wall and two pine comb weights hung down on metal chains.  The tick was 
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almost oppressively loud in that quiet living room where Madame Chalifoux's sister sat in 
an old chair and quietly sewed with rhythmic palpations to the clock's loud tick.  She 
looked up, smiled at me, and went about her work.   
     "Come into the kitchen and I'll make a pot of herbal tea," Madame Chalifoux said as I 
followed her down the narrow hallway lined with family photos; the last hidden treasure 
when one's own memory fails to remind us who we were.  I had never had herbal tea 
before but I thought it was a good time to try.  I sat down at the kitchen table and waited 
while she boiled the water and put some teabags into a bright red teapot.  Once the water 
was boiled, she poured it into the teapot and said nothing until the tea had steeped.  She 
then took two floral teacups from the cupboard and placed them on the table and poured 
the tea.  She sat down very calmly and finally spoke.     
     "It's good for the nerves," she said.  
     "We've been through a lot," I said. 
     "It'll pass.  So how did you find me?" she asked. 
     "I overheard you say the address as you got into the cab." 
     "You're very bright.  So have you found a new place to stay yet?" 
     "I'm buying a bus ticket today to go home to Moonbeam for the holidays since my 
final exam is finished.  I'll have to leave soon because I've got nothing else to wear.  At 
least I won't need a suitcase.  I guess I'll have to find another apartment when I come 
back in January or stay with my Aunt Louise in Laval." 
     "Did you phone your parents yet?" 
     "Yes, this morning.  They were quite freaked out by it all, but I told them I was all 
right." 
     "They'll get over it," Madame Chalifoux said in a reassuring voice.  "Look at me, I'm 
nearly seventy-five and I've already put it behind me.  I've been through so much in my 
life this doesn't even compare."   
     "Really?" 
     "It helps to have a bad memory too," she said. "I think the tea has cooled down 
enough.  A bit of honey?" she asked. 
     "No thanks," I replied. 
     "No honey?  You must.  Everyone has to have a bit of sweetness in one's life." 
     "OK," I said reluctantly.  I added a spoon of honey to the steaming tea and I swirled 
its sticky texture and watched it dissolve to become part of the whole drink.  I got up my 
nerve as I looked at her across from me.   
     "I'd like to ask you something," I said. 
     "Anything, my dear.  You obviously came here for something." 
     I cleared my throat and I wondered if the honey would help my nervousness.  The tea 
was still too hot and I felt the spoon's heat warning my tongue. 
     "What do they think caused the fire?"  I asked. 
     "They think it was someone's candle on the ground floor." 
     "Really?" I said pretending to be surprised. 
     "Well, it wasn't me," Madame Chalifoux said.  "I think I heard them say it started in 
the back so it was either that strange chess player or the other guy." 
     "What other guy?" I asked curiously. 
     "That bum," she said. 
     "I don't understand," I replied. 
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     "Haven't you heard?  It was on the radio this morning.  Barry is still alive." 
     "What?"  There was a long silence as she stopped clinking her spoon in the teacup. 
     "Barry's not dead at all," she said very calmly. 
     "What?  But the newspaper said two were killed in the blaze?" 
     "Barry wasn't one of them." 
     "But you said last night you heard him in his room." 
     "It was that scraggy guy with the beard who always wore that long blue winter 
jacket." 
     "What?" 
     "I heard it on the radio about an hour ago.  The newspaper was printed earlier this 
morning when the bodies were not confirmed.  Supposedly, Barry saw the morning paper 
and phoned up the police to say he was still alive.  He had apparently been at his brother's 
in Verdun the whole time.  He had allowed that other guy to use his apartment." 
     "What a relief," I said.  "but poor $20 Bill.  He was the one. That's terrible.  He used to 
sleep under the table." 
     "Sleep under the table?" Madame Chalifoux said in shock as she took a drink of tea. 
     "It's a long story," I said.   
     "What's a fine young man like yourself, Julien doing hanging around these 
reprobates?" 
     "It's another even longer story," I said.   
     "Well, you'll have a chance to start fresh in a new place in January.  It'll be good for 
you." 
     I carefully took a sip of the hot tea and felt a strange sweetness on my lips. 
     "Do you know what happened to Katie Gawn, the girl who lived next door to you," I 
asked quietly. 
     "I hadn't seen that girl from Vancouver for a couple of days.  She was always banging 
her kitchen cupboards and playing loud music.  But she had been quiet as a mouse for 
days. No one's seen her at all.  She just disappeared.  I can ask the building owner, 
Monsieur Ballard.  His insurance company needs me to fill out a report.  They said the 
fire started on the ground floor so they want to try to find out who was home at the time.  
I think they suspect that strange chess player in apartment three, closest to Barry." 
     "What was the story behind that chess guy?" I asked. 
     "I don't know everything, you know.  He kept to himself and never talked much to 
anyone.  When I looked into his room one time while his door was open, he just sat there 
playing chess with himself.  He moved in last August and they think he was killed in the 
fire." 
     "There's just one more thing, Madame Chalifoux.  It's really been bothering me." 
     "You'll still at a very inquisitive age, Julien.  I gave up asking questions long ago.  
Now I just observe people and report only the facts." 
     "What's the real story behind this Barry guy?  Do you know?  He had this all Canadian 
Champion certificate on the wall, but he had scratched off the sport name.  He would 
never tell me and get mad when I mentioned the Olympics." 
     "Rowing," she said as if she didn't care. 
     "Rowing?" I said surprised.  "Why was that such a big secret?" 
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     "What secret?" she asked curiously.  "He was a champion rower.  He started in a team 
while in high school in Verdun and became a big local rowing hero.  He was selected for 
the rowing team for the Olympics of 1964." 
     "What happened?" I asked in shock. 
     Madame Chalifoux then looked very serious, as the wrinkles in her face seemed to 
deepen as canyons when she moved her face closer to mine at the kitchen table almost as 
if she was going to kiss me. 
     "They did it to him," she said almost in a whisper. 
     "Who did?" 
     "They did.  The doctors," she said as she looked behind her out the kitchen window. 
     "What doctors?  What did they do?" 
     "In 1963, one year before the Olympics while Barry was in training, he had a serious 
mental breakdown and subsequently got involved with hard drugs.  He tried to kill 
himself and his rowing coach suggested to Barry's parents that he be brought to a special 
Montreal psychiatric clinic that had experimental treatments with a high success rate.  No 
one knew that the clinic's leading doctor was being funded by the CIA for brainwashing 
experiments.  They deprogrammed their patients with LSD, massive electroshocks to the 
brain, and recreated the patient's personality through non-stop listening to tapes while in a 
semi-conscious state up to sixteen hours a day.  They tried to wipe clean old unsuitable 
behaviour patterns and recreate new ones.  They did the same thing to quite a few people, 
mostly women but Barry got extra-special treatment.  Dr. Cameron thought he could cure 
the Olympic contender and personally gave him extended intensive sessions.  The doctor 
was convinced that he could cure the patient in time so he could continue his training for 
the 1964 Olympics." 
     "My God!" I said. 
     "Don't you remember that big lawsuit in the early 1980s about it?  Some former 
patients sued the CIA and won." 
     "No, I don't.  I was only in high school then." 
     "Barry was one of the last patients to undergo the so-called treatment.  He lost almost 
all details of his life.  He couldn't remember his parents or his brother.  Almost 
everything of his past had been unfortunately wiped clean.  His training for the Olympics 
was completely wrecked and he could not go back on the team.  He somehow still knew 
he had been a rower and the mention of the Olympics could set him off into violent rages.  
He also became obsessed he had a daughter with his ex-girlfriend from high school but 
that was not true.  He even had to go to jail for a short time for harassing his ex-
girlfriend.  He was absolutely convinced she was keeping his daughter from him but she 
did not even exist.  I heard it was that doctor at the clinic who decided to give him a 
fictional family and a child to make him more stable.  Now he goes around believing it." 
     I could not believe the incredible story that Madame Chalifoux had just told me.  
Everything made sense now and Katie would have never guessed the truth.  This story of 
Barry had a real twist to it.  That was art.      
     "How do you know all this?" I asked Madame Chalifoux. 
     "My sister Ginette was a friend of his mothers.  Many years ago, they used to go play 
bingo together in Verdun." 
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     I drank more tea and could barely believe that all the pieces of the puzzle had been 
neatly assembled by this elderly woman who had just given me a skeleton key to all 
Barry's mysteries.  I felt a bit bolder and I just had to know one more thing. 
     "Did this doctor ever program Barry to be interested in astronomy?" I asked. 
     "Astronomy?" she asked curiously. 
     "I mean, anything to do with the moon." 
     "The moon?" she replied. "Heavens no.  Why on Earth would he want to do that?" she 
said.   
     "You're right, it doesn't make sense.  Well, I'd better go and buy that bus ticket," I said 
as I realized that I would never probably ever know the secret of the moon.  This was 
Barry's childhood Rosebud.   
     I thanked Madame Chalifoux and left her small flat and walked out into the chilly 
streets of Lasalle.  I walked briskly down the street and thought of last night's full moon 
and its features that seemed so clear and serene in the night sky, but were now just a 
fleeting memory during the day.  I felt relieved that Barry was still alive but I knew it was 
time to leave and let the things of the past fall behind me.  We all would have to start 
anew and so would Barry.  After all, he had lost his 200 pages of poetry in the fire and 
the moon map.  At least he had finally got to the moon in a roundabout way but sadly 
could not remember any of it on the video.   
 
     As I walked, I kept thinking about Katie.  Where was she?  Why had she not come 
back to the apartment?  Was she the cause of it all?  I looked up in the moonless 
afternoon sky and I knew I should accept the truth as well.  I pulled out the crumpled 
page from my pocket that was the only remaining page from all my possessions that I had 
ripped from my writer's diary the morning of the fire.  It was the love poem, L'amour et 
la lune I had read about Katie at the poetry reading.  It was the only thing that remained 
and I cried.  I did not want to admit that Katie had skipped out on her lease and had left 
back for Vancouver days earlier.  I secretly wanted her to still be here and in some 
morbid way to know it was her candle that started that terrible blaze.  I could not bear to 
think about this love that was never meant to be.  I had blocked out Katie's departure out 
of my mind and I only now had the nerve to face it after going out on my own to read my 
one poem in front of an audience, and learning the truth about Barry from Madame 
Chalifoux.  Katie's influence had made me stronger and awaken the silent writer in me 
and I owed her dearly, but she was not here to thank.  I would have to go it alone.  I was 
barely brave enough to remember late one afternoon two days before the fire, when I 
found her with her two battered suitcases on the curb in front of the building. 
     "Where are you going?" I asked sadly as I happened to be coming back from a local 
poet's chapbook launch, The Cone of Silence.  She did not answer. 
     "Is this is?" I said as I kicked my foot in a pendulum-like manner against the curb 
nervously without thinking. 
     Katie looked over at me, "I'm too screwed up to help myself.  You know that.  I've got 
too many problems and I'm on overload.  I've just got to get back to Vancouver.  I've just 
got to get back."    
     "And forget about me?" 
     "Never, Julien.  You know I'll miss you a lot.  We shared some real stories together.  I 
don't regret any of it." 
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     "But you were going to leave without saying goodbye?" 
     "Believe me, it hurts," she said as I saw the speeding taxi approaching in the distance. 
I stood in silence realizing that our romance was slipping away, or rather had already 
gone and bought a plane ticket.  The taxi pulled up, the driver got out and put the two 
suitcases in the trunk.  Katie kept her head downward and her eyes did not meet mine as 
she spoke. 
     "I read your diary about me early that morning while you were sleeping," she said 
almost timidly. 
     "Then you must know," I said coldly.  I suddenly felt a sea of tears as Mare Imbrium's 
shown down on me above the tall buildings at the end of the street. 
     "We'll always have Warkentin," she said as she opened the taxi door without looking 
back.  I looked down at the curb as the wheels of change rolled out of sight.  I waited 
until the sound of the engine had faded away and I looked up to see the cold winter moon 
in the afternoon sky that sighed sympathetically.  There is a certain serenity to loneliness 
I thought, and the moon must be a very lonely place. 
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