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	During the late winter to early spring the inner city streets were tainted with sooty snow; curbs overflowed with oil stained puddles; boots, shoes and hems were splashed and filmed over with salt while the winds rushed through the streets, tousled locks of hair and pulled on coats. This was a twilight when the weather gave way to frequent rains that rinsed the salt crystals and exhaust polluted snow down the sewers. The moisture droned on with breaks of deceptively warmer weather that dipped to cold in a matter of hours and sometimes even minutes, only to burst into warmth and then cold again.


	At Simcoe and Dundas were two men who had nothing but an unzipped sleeping bag, ruck sacks and a dust filmed and cigarette burnt blanket to pull over their worn denimed laps. These two called this space, to no lack of protest, their turf.


	One of the pair, named Strahn had an animated demeanor; bright blue eyes set in a round red face with close cropped hair extended to facial stubble that grew at the upper lip in a thick mustache. The other, Don, was a tall rawboned man with faded blue eyes set in a permanent sneer. 


	Strahn, the former was more vocal who actively accosted the passers-by, held out and shook his change cup; “Spare some change? Hey c’mon ‘hink you can spare a buck or two so I can get a coffee or something to eat? Just a coupla bucks? Whattya say...just a loonie, alright a quarter! C’mon...oh, hey spare any change?....”


	Don was less vocal when panhandling, his accostment rarely extended beyond, “Spare any change?...spare some change?” He squinted at the passers-by, lips pulled back from his teeth. They had a routine where one would panhandle while the other slept over the grate to then switch shifts when not ‘blissed-out’. ‘Blissed-out’ for their days were punctuated with long pulls from unlabelled bottles, cooking sherry and mouth wash.


	Constant cold gave way to more sun and rain and the pair weathered through the weather, stuporous and oblivious. Then many spring rains were mere drizzles until a thunder shower loomed over, forcing all, including the pair to seek shelter. 


	In the early mornings when the homeless were turned out of shelters and the business day was in full swing, intersections congested with workbound people, a gathering had formed facilitated by one who provided a bottle covetously shared amidst pop cans and water. They all sat on an outspread sleeping bag for the morning talk and passed around a coffee while they lit each other’s cigs with an already lit one. Staggered conversation was made around the grates. 


	“Y’ don’t hear me.”


	“Or bad girl, what a stupid thing to say.”


	Beats of silence then “Yeah, so I was at the bank the other day cashing in my cheque and who do I see also in line to cash his cheque? That wrestler from TV, forgot his name. Huge guy.”


	“What federation s’he from.”


	 “Wha?”


	“There’s about three or four wrestling federations or associations or whatever ya wanna call ‘em. Which one s’he in?”


	“I dunno.”


	“Wha s’he look like then?”


	“Big guy with long curly black hair, n’he always wears sunglasses-”


	“Yeah-yeah, I think I know, one of the heart guys. He had a brother who died. Fell off a prop during a show.”


	“Yeah he’s a good wrestler.”


	The group gathered were mostly middle aged with street worn faces like stressed leather, bodies made gaunt from malnutrition or bodies bloated from the starch rich diets served in homeless shelters. Absently tipping ashes from found butts or ‘tailor mades from packs.


	A well dressed woman strode by and Strahn reflected loudly a lewd comment on her physique, and Jon snapped his fingers and grinned through his broken teeth and as he spoke his words were hissed out through the gaps. 


	“Yeah, that reminds me, this well dressed blonde haired broad-she come up to me, and I was sittin’ mindin’ my own business-she told me to leave. ‘What for?’ I asked. She keeps demanding me to go. ‘An I won’t budge ‘cause s’all public property. Then she runs off ‘an brings back this older guy-I think it’s her dad-n’he comes back and by now she’s pulling at me grabbin me by the arm n’I yell ‘I’m not going to leave-what for? You don’t own the sidewalk!’


	“Fuck’in right, this s’all public property, n’they don’t have the right to tell us where to go. The others nodded in unison. 


	“That’s right.” Chimed in Strahn, “We got just as much right to sit here or anywhere as they do. They can go to the court of law but the law says this’ public property, open to anyone.”


	The men maintained different levels of drunkenness, and drink affected each man differently. Where one’s animated demeanor submerged into passivity the other felt compelled to be more sociable. The latter state was the way Jon responded where he swayingly arose from his space to get social with office workers who stood on the building alcove on their smoke break. 


	“Hey, how’re you doing today chief?”


	“Alright.”


	“Yeah, s’good-s’where d’you work in this building?”


	“Third floor at the head office of a mining company.”


	“Issat right? S’it okay if  I get a smoke offaya? ...Thanks, ‘preciate it. So d’you like yer job?”


	“Yeah, sure.”


	“What do you do in the office? Got a light by the way? Thanks.”


	“I got my own desk but I have to share the workspace with about a half dozen other people in a room. What I do is put together reports that other people in the office write up. I copy, bind and package them.”


	“Sounds pretty boring actually. I’d go ape shit in a job like that. Makes me kind of glad that I’m pissed over a grate, eh-heh.”


	“Well it’s okay. It pays the bills. I can afford a roof over my head, cigarettes, coffee and beer whenever I want it, and besides it can always get worse.”


	“Yeah you’re right, could it ever. You’re one up on me there, can’t argue with that.” Through the banter the office worker steadily drew on his cig towards the filter whereas Don knew how to make a fresh cig last. The latter continued, “I used to have a job-I was a construction worker-brick layer in fact. It’s awful work-after getting into it a for few years I’ve injured my back. Next to breaking rocks or concrete it’s the worst job you can do. I went into rehab-physiotherapy after injury-but knew there was no more I wanted any of that shit. Same thing with Strahn, we’re not friends or anything -we just occupy the same space. He claims he’s been on the streets for about ten years-but I don’t believe a word of it. He doesn’t look it. Anyway he used to be a construction worker too until he got injured. Bein’ like us is an occupation hazard. Doin nothing is allot better busting our asses for nothing.”


	The young man dropped the filter to the cement and ground it beneath the shoe soles. 


	“But my job is not construction work.”


	“No yuh sprain your brain instead.”


	The younger man chuckled, the lines around his eyes crinkled while he did so, light glared off the glasses. “Yeah well. I gotta go in now and do more mind numbing work. Good luck-I’ll see you around.”


	“Yeah, thanks for the smoke, get promoted or something.”


	Don took to making a habit of getting social with those on their break, yet not all were willing to reciprocate a conversation with a tipsy, unbalanced alkie. 


	In another instance of liquid self-confidence, Don staggered over to two women in their early forties who elegantly drew on their smoke break, dressed in the refined manner that comes with age and privilege. 


	“Hello, good afternoon ladies. How’re you doin’, got a smoke?”


	“No, nothing for you.”


	“S’alright, fine.”


	“You degenerates shouldn’t be allowed to loiter in the space. You’re a bunch of parasites.”


	“Okay.” He grinned and began to sway away.


	“Get out now.” The tone, a commanding one, from the woman who was used to using it, perhaps an executive herself who was possessed with deluded prestige or a secretary to a CEO. Don paused at the final phrase, “Whoa, what the fuck you getting all vexed with me for? What have I done to you to deserve that treatment?”


	The woman firmed her commanding tone, “Step out now.”


	The other quietly watched, perhaps with covetous amusement, or some level of disgust. And Don raised to full height and yelled, “Listen lady, you watch your mouth. I don’t give a shit who you think you are, you can’t give that attitude. I’m not your employee.” Voice at the brink of a rant and the women stabbed their cigarettes in the ash pile, turned away into the foyer with an air of offense while Don continued to yell and shout after them. 


	“I’m sick of people who walk aroun’ actin’ like they own the world.”


	After some moments when the women disappeared, someone else stepped out on their smoke break and inquisitively watched Don poke gingerly through the sand in search of the still smoldering cigarettes with his blackened finger tips. Still sour he looked up and vociferated, “What’re you starin’ at?” As the partially smoked cigs were dropped onto his palm, “You looking to start something?” He squeezed the ends of the cigarettes, effectively putting them out. And stared for a few unnerving moments at the person who smoked quietly looking away, then turned away from the alcove space, returned to the grate where Strahn looked up at his comrade with blood shot eyes.


	“Wha happened, why were you yelling?”


	 “S’nuthin. Just giving some broads a lesson in manners.”


	But after that incident, Don had made himself a marked man. The property managers were officially informed about him. The security guards periodically stepped out to watch him and it was only a matter of time before a drunken social state coincided with a security confrontation to then be forcibly removed from the property by police and officially banned. The whole time this happened Strahn stared passively as his comrade was forcibly removed by police. He knew that any interjecting confrontations were futile. 


 	The weather grew warmer where spring changed to late-spring, early-summer and the drinking circle in the shanty space had widened. Layers of clothing were shed, when the rains became less frequent. The space became even more littered, cluttered with empties; candy and fast food wrappers beverage cans, discarded clothing, papers, magazines cigarette butts and layers upon layers of spill stains that discolored the pavement.


	At this time, the municipal government planned their annual festival and droves of police officers walked the city to conduct a street sweep. In the face of sharp eyed officers, constant intoxication made for careless drunks. During the sweep, several pulls into the day where alkies stuporoulsy reclined a bottle was foolishly exposed. An officer caught sight of a cheap bottle of wine set at an angle to just keep it from spilling, made for the soaks who stooped and quick grabbed the bottle.


	“Hello, what’s this?” Spoke the officer with the raised inflection of a Guyanese accent.


	“Oh, thas’ nuthin’. We just forgot to pack it away.”


	The officer sniffed the neck of the bottle, “You been drinking this wine in public?”


	“That’s anything but wine.” Piped up one of the transient soaks, a small gray haired man with the small thin body of a pre-growth adolescent.


	“You know it’s illegal to openly consume alcohol in public like this-you’re breaking the law.”


	“Hey s’was an accident,” Protested Strahn. 


	The officer held the bottle out at arms length, poured the contents down the grate while the soaks snapped out of their stupor’s, “Hey! Hey stop! What’re you doin?! Oh...ahhh-no-stop that!”


	The officer shook out the remaining drops and raised his voice over theirs, “If I catch any of you with a bottle like this again on a public space-I’ll put all of you in jail. This is an offense and you broke the law.” He looked at the soaks for a few moments his dark eyes narrowed, waiting for a response or reaction not unlike a teacher or parent who caught a student or child at a repeat infraction. Only Strahn was quiet the entire time, and blankly returned the officers gaze. Then the officer shook his head, turned and walked away still holding the bottle and the moment he was out of earshot the others piped in;


	“Fuckin poured out every drop.”


	“S’why I can’t stand cops, they’re a buncha fascists.”


	“Whyn’t  you keep it down, yer’all idiots for letting him see the bottle in the first place.” responded Strahn. 


	During the warming and brightening of the season, one of the nearby news stands took to donating copies of paperback books with the covers torn off. Strahn would sit in the sun with a filter smoldering between his fingers, face in rapt attention in a book that was bent backwards at the spine, and would periodically look up to check the progress of his change cup. During the course of the reading, someone, a passer by blocked the light and paused long enough to inquisitively look at Strahn who sluggishly noticed and looked upwards.


	“Thanks.”


	The man motioned at Strahn with his chin, “What’s that you’re reading?”


	 “Oh this? S’biography on Charles Manson. S’good book.”


	“Really, Charles Manson...You’re interested in him?”


	“Yeah, but don’t get me wrong-I’m not a fan of Charles Manson or anything, what he did was wrong.”


	“Yeah, no way we’re fans of his.” Interjected a transient who heretofore had been silent. Strahn nodded and gestured with the book to accentuate his point, “He deserves to be in jail even though he didn’t kill anybody. He was wrong for making those kids do what they did...but...” Allowed a pause for impact, “He was a smart man.” And tapped the spine of his book against his temple as he said so. 


	“Yeah smart, really intelligent guy.’


	“But I’m reading about him because he’s interesting, like the way someone would read about Princess Diana for instance. He’s just an interest.”


	“Yeah, but it’s good they put him away for life-but he keeps applyin’ for parole, an he keeps gettin rejected. He does that every year. An he’s really a smart guy if he can get all those kids to do what they did for him.”


	“Alright-enough.” Strahn turned to face the other soak.


	“So you guys just have a clinical interest in him.” And both nodded. 


	When Don was removed, it was not long before someone else tried to move in and fill the vacancy of ‘corner loiterer’. Regardless of his real name, Strahn called the guy Mauve. Previously the man was on nodding acquaintances with Strahn, who would spend time casually sharing a bottle when he was not with his wife. Arguments and bitterness would be exchanged between husband and wife and Mauve would give himself to the depths until he recovered from the binge, apologetic and repentant. Yet the bond between them waned with the increased frequency where Mauve would be found curled over a grate, and the disappearance of Don was a vacancy waiting to be filled. Upon awakening, Mauve would vent and lament while the others would groan for him to ‘shut up already.’  	


	Yet to the passers-by and prospective change givers, Mauve had a softer manner, not threatening or aggressive, he smiled and looked up with his abyssal black eyes, “Hey do you think you could spare some change?” Spread his arms wide in an amicable imploring gesture “C’mon, how bout it? I’d appreciate it. Well have a nice day anyway then...Hey, spare a bit of change?”


	In the passage of days; constant consumption of alcohol based drinks; litter and the odd stranger who crashed with unwashed bodies on a space that smelled from lack of bathroom facilities, and the rains that brought in polluted moisture and the street dust that worked into unwashed clothing, a strong sickly odor hung about the space. During the midsummer wave when dawn became morning the air and streets glistened with misty dew and the sun brushed against the city as it rose from the east then the breeze abated the light expanded and dissolved it. Then came the exhaust fume thickened air; and all the central air conditioners were turned full power in response to the heat, to thus contribute and the city infrastructure contained and intensified the heat. 


	During the apex of the scorching day, on a reckless whim Strahn reached for his concealed bottle filled with a clear pungent fluid, tipped back and guzzled nearly half of it down. 


	The waves upon waves of heat washed over him, and burning chemicals flowed into his dehydrated body where his thirst was never quenched but broadened. His blood shot eyes had deepened to a darker shade as his eyes blinked in the heat where the others had left for shaded spaces and he swayed in the face of the torridity, lost balance and held out his palms as his face descended towards the pavement; exclaimed “Oh fuck!” and spewed out a clear acrid fluid and arose as long stringy spittle ran down his bearded chin, then the back of his curly haired skull connected with the grate-legs unfolded as passers-by automatically stepped over him. 


	Scabs began to show on Strahns face, marks that appeared like cuts gone wild, encrustaceons of purple brown blood that grew like a zealous strain of cancer. The sun curled his growing hair and what was once stubble became a growing beard. After the recovery from his binge, Strahn continued to rock in the heat, mouth open and sense of balance temporarily lost-barely able to hold onto the change cup. Several field trip bound students streamed along; a young adolescent woman stooped to drop change into the cup while another stooped to carefully drop a flower onto Strahn outstretched palm which promptly slipped to the pavement and as he clumsily fumbled for the flower with his free hand several other students knelt in succession to drop change into his cup. He was still fumbling with the flower when the students had all left. 


	An acrid chemical odor permeated the space where the reek of BO was replaced by a more sinister, acrid chemical odor, like a terrible form of fermentation where the soaks became the process they consumed. Eventually the long drawn heat and sun light smog ridden days abated and the evenings elongated minutes at a time each day and the weather grew colder. Long sleeved shirts were pulled over T-shirts and the intensity of pollution was not so stifling for the tainted air was pushed aside by persistent winds. 


	Confrontations and arguments erupted between Mauve and Strahn, as there usually was. Mauve became more vocal about his lamentations. “Know what? I’m sick of you.” Spoke Mauve with the usual air of finality when he said such things, “An’ I’m sick of you bein like this all the time. S’worst kind of life.”


	Strahn gave Mauve a look that induced a shiver and a sense of disgust. He slurred out, “So, what’re you goin’ to do? Straighten up and quit drinkin’? Get a job? I don’t think I appreciate you whining about your woman all the time when ever since you came here you go on about your marriage gone bad but yer full ‘o’ shit, s’only reason yer marriage s’gone bad is because you’re here. So shut the fuck up and leave or take your drink, then leave me in the peace with the rest.”


	“Fuck you.” He retorted, “What you know about it, you weren’t married for so many years, n’had it break down on you.”


	“Thankful for that.”


	“You’re the most disgusting human being I ever seen.”


	“I’m going to kick you off of my turf.”  


	“Y’can’t keep this space just for yourself. This ain’t your turf-it can’t be otherwise you’re no better than the bosses an’ cops who think property only belongs to people who have money.”


	“Pass the bottle. Thas’ right. S’my turf, ‘an I can say whatever I want-you want to do something about it then step right up and get yours.”


	“Why’d you always get like that? You don’t want to share stuff ‘cause yer greedier n’hell...see when I get a bottle whas’ gonna happen. S’yaint gettin a drop!”


	And Strahn laughed. the disputes and fights that broke out between the two were generally forgotten after several drinks-but lately Mauve had gotten into the compulsive state of mind where he could fixate on the same topic of disgust and desire to leave. 


	Arguments with other drinkers cropped up that sometimes escalated to fights-flash in the pan brawls that ended up in someone bloodied staggering away to descend into another despair filled stupor. Strahn had not yet been known to lose a fight. Even when he woke up one morning with the sharp discontinuity of his nose.


	Some time later as the leaves were just beginning to turn a darkened hue, Mauve prepared to finally break away and to mark the occasion he pulled an office courier from the stream of movement who in turn looked at the blackened finger tip callused hand that was on his shoulder while he spoke through the liquor tainted breath and gestured at the unconscious Strahn, 


	“Yeah, I just wanna tell you somethin’. I just wanna say that that guy over there is a waste. his whole life is worthless, the same as mine and I’m sick of it. Yeah I’m sick of wasting my life away, just passin’ out-and my wife doesn’t want anything more to do with me anymore. All my chances are ruined-I’ve spent too much time here an’ now I just wanna break free. I mean just look at him lying there-he’s not even on the mattress.”


	Mauve spoke passionately with the faint tint of a slur, but with someone so steeped in the world of binges that such resolves were more whimsical than anything else. Then he gestured to the plastic bag near the steps of the alcove;


	“But you know what? I’m going to use the shower over on McCaul because this woman who works in an office, she’ll give me a hundred dollars and then-why? Because I’m a hooligan and she wants that. If I could do it all again I wouldn’t repeat any of this. But now I’m a hooligan and I love it.”


	It was the inclination of almost every soak to share their life stories with others-as if trying to justify their actions with others. 


	The leaves on the decorative trees about the streets were reddening to rust tints that inflicted a fatal beauty on all growth and the leaf stems stressed against the branches. The rains grew colder, and some mornings were glazed with a thin glistening layer of frost that shimmered against the street lights at dawn and dusk. Then the hold of leaf stems had weakened and let go to form modest piles that crunched beneath shoes to crackle and then fragment so that bits got caught in the hair and coat of street dwellers. 


	At this time the dangers of hypothermia were more pronounced as it exacted it’s toll on the circumstantially or purposefully negligent homeless. Across the street from the shanty space where now Strahn and the occasional waif slept, a Native Indian lay sprawled over the grate with his mouth gaped open as if death struck. His long black hair hung erratically with strands around his face. The mans face was marked with cuts and bumps including a monstrous swelling the size of an egg above his left brow. The late warm evening fell into a cooler and cooling night. Sometime during that night-someone had pulled off his shirt while he was still stuporously asleep. In the course of the evening when most had disappeared to a shelter or beneath blankets, the bare topped Native still lay there, the metallic mesh had impressed it’s grid pattern on his caramel toned flesh. 


	An early morning beat cop nudged the native to awaken and get him to move along. but after several increasingly forceful attempts it was clear that he would not awaken. Some moments later he was removed by a silent ambulance. Word of the dead native had passed around, evidently he was known on the streets-as well as aboveground. A national newspaper even ran a front page cover story on the deceased. Apparently he was part of the subject on a well known photo series on Toronto’s destitute and Native peoples who were impoverished.


	In their contradictory manner Strahn and his fellow soaks picked up all their belongings and moved out of the shanty space to abandon it for a week. Only the intense weighted reek and spill stains had remained behind. In their stead was a makeshift cross made of chicken wire with a scrap wood base. Scrawled-on and typed notes were taped to the alcove wall. This was a makeshift memorial, condolences addressed to the spirit of the deceased. For two days shy of a week the monument remained-to then be removed by the grounds keepers. Following the clean up the shanty space was then reassumed.


	Passers-by, couriers and workers on break would ask Strahn and others about the monument. 


	“The cross? Yeah we moved out, out of respect for our friend-we called him ‘Burnt Crow’. He died of hypothermia just across over there. He was passed out and someone, some fucker went and stole the shirt right off his back so he froze to death. He was so far gone that night that he didn’t even notice someone addressing him. Overnight when the temperature had dropped his heart stopped.


	“When he died a buncha people he knew put up a memorial for him-but the property manager only kept it for five days. I asked the grounds keepers ‘how wouldjya like your mural taken from you before it’s time? Everyone else gets ten days!”  


	Some momentum of lifestyle had caught up with Strahn, and the effect upon his body accelerated. Muscle definition was lost and limbs became bonier yet his waist had thickened. The hair and beard were an unruly bush, in need of trimming, the scabs on his body had widened, coupled with the red toned skin that peeled from repeated unprotected exposure to the grate which was not unlike a sunburn; and the infection of his iris’ had worsened to a point where he appeared almost demonic and inspired instant revulsion. 


	Constant exposure to severe changes in the weather and a concrete bed would also inspire a ragging arthritic condition bound to swell up and harm the joints. 


	The foam sponge from the mattress, and cloth, as it does with dirty and wet clothes, began to stink, worse by the day. 


	Approaching was a unique time of the year for both the homeless and well off, this was the seasonal flash awakening of Christmas where people who worked in the offices widened their peripheries. Random donations were increased from passers-by, those who were otherwise not concerned the soaks, became so-and put something at home aside on the way to work to give. Offerings of food, clothing, blankets, books, sleeping bags came in in unprecedented amounts-so that a pile formed that reached almost as high as the alcove itself. Thus the shanty space became a hobo settlement. Consequently the putridity of the smell only worsened to unprecedented heights. 


	Once Christmas and new years had passed the property managers had made their resolve and with the aid of the police and grounds keeping crew, the items were removed and thrown into large industrial waste containers amidst protesting shouts that grew louder as the soaks themselves were finally removed with rubber gloves. Strahn was removed to a hospital to be compulsorily treated and disinfected- he was a walking viral infection.


	Though the place was cleaned and hosed down-the spill stains would take awhile to wash away and the odor took much, much, longer. A sign was put up against the alcove wall.


	“No Trespassers, Violators will be Prosecuted.”


	The others all left in search of other spaces to occupy. And sometimes some of the soaks came back to flaunt the sign, until they left in good timing or were forcibly removed by the authorities. 	
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