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“And of  course zealots of  all stripes can be fanatical, unreasonable, and down-
right cantankorous at times, but that is partially the nature of  the disease.”
 
- Raymond Souster  
  Letter to In/Words founder Collett Tracey, 4 May 2001
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          briar cres
          Josh Nadeau

this street goes on for five blocks,
seventy-four, maybe,
edged by million-dollar houses
made of  wood

i can’t quite see downtown
from this porch – though
some neon, a few billboards, your
constant need to pace

inside your walk there is a runner, and
though this silence holds a carefully
practiced nonchalance i can tell
our bodies have been fixed too long

 we both have bones
 in need of  breaking
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Dentist
David O’Meara

I made light
in the dentist’s chair:
“just a little off  the top.”
He stretched my mouth, touched

a needle inside
and my face disappeared
from my nose to my neckline.
I didn’t mind when I saw

the wads of  bloody gauze
lifted out. The ceiling tiles
had rippled designs stamped
across their lengths;

the adjustable light kept leering down.
Inside the dentist’s bubble eye
a metal spike tapped and clawed
at tea-stained crags.

“Hold that with your tongue.”
More gauze.
“You can swallow now. Take
these pills,” he said. We were done.

I poured the paper cup across my chin
and mumbled thanks,
floated out into the afternoon
on a tingling dose of  lidocaine.
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A Matter Of
Cassie Nykyforak

promising him
what I’d never before:
birds will be fed,
fresh water for the fountains,
what’s not too worn out
sent to those in a hurry.

To keep warm is simple 
when you’re wheezing like that 
barn you had once, so red 
at the sky and slower 
than the suns that spotted you.   

What is most remembered?
Luck: having many smart dogs
and building a house on Bloor,
never forgetting the one who got away
skating in Scarborough in 1952,
how sweet the smell of  ice,
black and thinning
over open water.
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Chuck
Liam Lachance

In/Words 10.1

I dream of  a stinging ring over my ear
Teeth and yogurt-slobber
And breaking his nose off  the plastic slide

Freedom on spray-painted bicycles
Sour keys and a red jackknife
A dangling chain, the t-tic-ticks of  the sprocket
My hoodie-pockets stretched out with pebbles
The back tire spinning over a sharp sidewalk edge 

Smoking cigarettes with Pete
Comparing lies and rushed hand-jobs
From Italian girls with perfect lips
Failing to start fires with sticks

I dream of  a gold castle
And a risky affair with Halle Berry
Exchanging succinct, clever quips
She moans at the sight of  my flipping glove box-
Dry ice and sparkling wine
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Equalization
Jeff  Blackman

Oh, Ontario
last to discover

Ottawa pays Quebec
to mine & sell asbestos
while paying you to strip
the same shit
from your heritage buildings

don’t complain.
Problems bankroll the answer industry.
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My Favourite Photograph
Michael Dennis

in my favourite photograph
I see my four sisters
standing in front of  a large mirror
they are all smiling
 
one of  them is in a wedding dress
the others are bridesmaids
moments before they were eternalized
they were arguing fierce
as only sisters can do
 
the marriage didn’t last
as so often happens
but they were happy for a while
and that beats the alternative
of  not being happy at all
 
they made a lovely son
who is now 21
you can’t see him in the photo
but he’s there
with all his aunts listening
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Strawberry Juice: A Fluid Review of  Pearl Pirie’s been shed bore
Bardia Sinaee

  been shed bore
  By Pearl Pirie
  Chaudiere Books
  $15

Near the beginning of the poem “talking about strawberries all of the 
time,” bpNichol makes a rare statement of intent: “i will attempt to 
make my relation to you clear.” Throughout been shed bore, Ottawa 
poet Pearl Pirie plunders Nichol’s poem on four different occasions 
with results that vary greatly in size and tone. In a debut scattered 
with verses plundered from the likes of Kenneth Rexroth to Edna 
St. Vincent Millay to George Murray, Nichol’s poem is the only one 
re-plundered. While the joy of plundering existing poems is the cre-
ation of something new, Pirie’s four takes on “strawberries” show 
a yearning to pull a pearl (pardon the pun) out of Nichol’s poem.

The appeal of Nichol’s poem is the breadth of its self-awareness. 
Like a seed, each line carries the cadence, meta-aestheticism 
and tongue-in-cheek character that pervade all of Nichol’s work: 
“now there is a cloud hiding the sun / this could be a description

of anyone at anytime / the difference is that this description rymes.” Pirie’s renditions of 
“strawberries,” despite only using words from the original poem, fail to reflect its flight. 
All of Nichol’s words are there, but his syntax has been scattered throughout the page in a 
manner that can be hard on the rhythm: “folding a face /           so later & lately     glows / 
no 2nd voice                    clouds 1st.” As a longer poem, “strawberries” is able to develop an 
internal logic that runs like a river through the piece, one that Nichol constantly questions, 
damming and re-damming the flow until a thread of water is left to drip past the final stanza 
into the reader’s palm. Thus, if a poem is an attempt to thread a needle, then experimental 
poets are dealing with thicker string and smaller needles. But the feat, when it’s done, is 
that much more effective. Pirie’s plunders of “strawberries,” all of which are considerably 
shorter than the original, do not carry this logic.

However, in the book as a whole, especially in the entirely novel (non-plundered?) poems, 
a strong, clever and phonetically acute voice is established. In the sonnet “harem, scare 
em,” Pirie plunders Millay’s “Renascence” for words, but applies a rhyme scheme and 
cadence that are wholly her own and more complex than Millay’s: “my! / his rain fell in a 
hundred places. / I brim, told. /                    there, the relief — / remembering the so / and 
so. /           so every lane in mountain snows.” While the concrete and fully plundered pieces 
can sound stuttered, Pirie’s original sonnets beg to be read aloud.
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This is why the book’s final section is its strongest, a 16-sonnet sequence featuring a hand-
ful of characters where the final line of one poem begins the first line of the next. The top-
ics are common: marital counselling, fidelity (or lack thereof) and perceptions within the 
family unit. The language, however, is intimate and reliable: “Y’know dad, I’ve seen your 
browser history.” As the sonnets pass on their final lines like a relay baton, the positions 
of perceiver and perceived also change hands and produce titles like “Kaylen of Joe and 
Janey,” “Janey’s Joe” and “Janey of Gil.” With a consistent and original tone, a clear focus 
and a strong narrative, Pirie’s sonnet sequence establishes that sweet, sweet internal logic 
that also flows through Nichol’s “strawberries.” Best of all, Pirie’s sonnets do it without 
plundering a single word.

At the satisfying end of “strawberries,” Nichol’s poem finally makes his “relation to you” 
clear: “you can’t see / except to say it is this combination of words is me       these signs 
/       as long as this book exists       longer than the red strawberry.” Similarly, in “P.S.,” 
the last poem in the sequence (and the book), Pirie seems to alleviate everything that irked 
me about the plunder poems and their disjointed syntax; her intent—the driving force that 
made the sonnets so intimate and the plunder poems so weird—is to bring out what she 
loves about the craft: “my soft focus, disinterest in subject, / love of how sound dips its tin 
cup from your / diaphragm.”
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An Interview With David McFadden

IW: Where do books come from?

DM: Well, from other books I guess, all the way back to the very first one.

IW: Where did the first book come from?

DM: I don’t know, God made it I guess.

IW: What drew you to the sonnet?

DM: I just wanted to try sonnets and I just tried and tried and tried and it didn’t work and then 
all of  a sudden it just started to work. After several years of  trying to get going on sonnets, 
each one was a failure, but all of  a sudden it started to work… and I’ve been doing that ever 
since.

IW: Your poetry has been called surreal. Would you consider yourself  a surrealist poet?

DM: Well, on occasion, I suppose with something that I write, I might say that yeah that’s kind 

 Barbara, put down your flute
 and pay attention

 A motorcyclist in the high Andes
 has been forced off  the road
 and is falling. . .

 Quick!
 Do something!

- From George Bowering’s favourite David McFadden poem

Two of  David’s most recent collections, Be Calm, Honey (Mansfield Press, 2009) and Why Are 
You So Sad: Selected Poems (Insomniac Press, 2007) were shortlisted for the Governor Gen-
eral’s Award and the Griffin Poetry Prize. He lives in Toronto, but was recently able to sit 
down with In/Words after reading at the Tree Reading Series.
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of  surreal. Or somebody else might say it and I might agree with them, but for the most part, 
I wouldn’t think so.

What does surreal mean? Because I do something that other people wouldn’t do? That doesn’t 
make it surreal.

IW: If  you could choose the poet laureate of  Hamilton, who would you choose?

DM: Oh probably Gary Barwin. He’s great.

IW: Is it important for artists to engage with the place they’re living?

DM: I’m not sure what you mean by that.

IW: What led me to that question is that in A Knight In Dried Plums or a lot of  your earlier 
books, for instance, there’s so much Hamilton. Same with Greg Curnoe’s work, there was a lot 
of  regionalist stuff. Did you feel that was important or did it just happen?

DM: Well, I don’t know if  it’s all that important, it’s just something that happened as I was 
writing. After a while, it didn’t happen anymore. Especially when I lived in Toronto and I didn’t 
feel any desire to talk about Toronto anymore. It seemed like I should do that in Hamilton, I 
don’t know why. I think it was because I was trying to promote Hamilton to a certain degree, if  
only for myself. Because Hamilton was a difficult place to live for such a long period of  time.

IW: If  your poetry were a musical instrument, what instrument would it be?

[At this point, Merlin, David’s partner, pointed out from the adjacent table that David was a child prodigy 
on the trumpet.]

DM: She’s got it. Yeah, it was the trumpet, I think. If  I’d ever learned to play the piano, then 
it probably would’ve been the piano.

In/Words 10.1
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Everything is under control
Chris Connolly

The sound is all I can hear. The sound blocks out all thought, all emotion. It’s the sound 
of  your spine being ripped from your body, of  the roof  being torn off  of  your childhood 
bedroom. It’s the sound of  incomprehensible anguish and loss, a holocaust on the senses.

It is the sound of  my alarm clock. I flinch. A higher level of  consciousness replaced by a cool, 
thoughtless void. 

Now the shower is running. Or at least I assume it is, because I can hear the squeal of  the 
hot water tank through the bathroom wall. Somewhere in my brainstem, where I imagine that 
wordless, primordial thinking to be located, forces older than human thought are waging their 
subconscious campaign. 

Must. Sleep. 

I’m vaguely aware of  the passage of  ten seconds, a minute. My eyes are still closed and thought-
fragments wisp in and out of  some sensory-spatial canvas. Part of  me is aware that I am 
teetering with one foot propped on the outside edge of  the tub, all goose bumps and cracked 
porcelain. A cognitive switch is flipped somewhere, and now there’s warm water rushing over 
me. I am roused just a little, almost imperceptibly. I shiver. The warming trickle is slow to 
reach my legs, and I become agitated. Half-dreamt triumphs sublimate with the crisp dry air. I 
can feel my eyes darting in their still-covered sockets, chasing a flicker of  recognition that has 
already dissolved into the soup of  semi-consciousness. 

Suddenly the roof  is torn off  again, and everything stings. There’s soap in my eye. I dip my 
head under the limp spray, letting the warmth trickle down my back, off  the tip of  my nose. 
The cold air nips at the back of  my legs and I watch the water coil around the drain. By now, 
the passage of  time has leaked into my thinking, and diluted the rest. 

Reluctantly, I am awake. And I am late.
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The sounds of  my day are the soundtrack to an eternity of  dead-end lives. Of  productivity, 
and technology without progress. The steady layering of  whizzes and whirrs, schhts and kuh-
chunks, power-downs and power-ups: an ambiet, fluorescent buzz. It is the droning rip-tide 
of  my ambition being tugged from my skull like tissues from the box, one by one. A hushed 
cacophony that flutters from the mind like a carbon copy in the breeze.

Fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap.

That is, until the guy in the next cubicle starts his chipmunk routine. The cubicle walls block 
my view, but that’s always how I’ve visualized it. At his desk, all sloped spine and itchy scalp, his 
mind fluttering with all the anxiousness his mouth-breathing will allow. He drops everything 
he’s doing and rubs his hands together, with a sort of  reckless, frenetic vigour. A chipmunk.

Fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap.

I remember the first time I heard it, my first day on the job almost four years ago. I had only 
met him ten minutes prior, and had actually thought it sounded like he was masturbating. After 
careful consideration, it was the sound’s staccato brevity more than anything else that ruled it 
out.

Fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap.

It’s usually brief  and business-like, a momentary fricative pulse to stem the tide of  anxiety. 
Other times it stretches out to an almost comical grandiosity, lasting long enough for me to 
reconsider my initial autoerotic hypothesis. Ultimately, I took it for nothing more than it was: 
the offbeat quirk of  a pathologically unremarkable person.

Four feet away, through the shell of  hospital-green upholstery, his routine ends with a sigh, 
and I am once more engorged by the sterile-sentient hum. 
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The factors underlying successful project design are—

The words blur out of  focus, and I stare through the page.

Fuck. Concentrate.

The factors underlying successful project design are distinct from—

How many times have I read this sentence? I can feel my eyes crossing, and I only barely resist. 
My perception flutters for a moment, two. 

The factors underlying—
Successful design is control. I’m not in control anymore.
—successful project design—
I wasn’t in control anymore. I wasn’t—

There is a tentative knocking at my cubicle’s metal frame. The words leap back from the haze. 
I jolt upright, only slightly, but more than I would like to let on. My pant-leg is crooked and I 
straighten it as I swivel around. 

“How’s your progress on that report?”

“Yea, of  course,” I reply, too quickly. My incoherence is self-evident, to my supervisor and to 
myself. “I mean, yea,” I fluster out before gathering myself. “It’s almost done. Just finishing 
the conclusion now.”

She mills around and we exchange pleasantries about our plans for the weekend. But my mind 
is still elsewhere, crawling through nonsense thought-fragments. Three, four incongruent 
ideas, overlapping and competing. I’m listening to the words she’s saying, nodding along in all 
the right places. But I’m actually searching, feeling around for what seemed so important. By 
the time she has turned to leave, it’s gone. I cradle my head up and to the left, blinking at the 
yellow-scratch hum of  the overhead lights.
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I steal away into the hallway at quarter to five. I’m relieved to find that no one else is waiting 
for the elevator when I arrive, and I’m guilty about my sense of  relief. But mostly, I’m just 
tired of  elevator conversations, of  interactions initiated with the pretense of  never connecting. 
How was your weekend? Pretty good, thanks. Nice weather we’re having, eh? I guess so. Have 
you ever feared that your children won’t appreciate the bland life you have led just so they 
could have an opportunity to do the same? As long as my pension checks arrive on time…

The elevator doors glide soundlessly open. Back in my brainstem, the wordless, primordial 
thinking has taken control again as the elevator churns downwards. I’m not even tired, but 
my eyes flutter, helpless. I’m vaguely aware of  the passage of  ten seconds, a minute. I can feel 
that the elevator has stopped moving, but it doesn’t seem important. A poorly rendered voice 
squawks through a small speaker in the button-panel. It’s telling me that everything is under 
control. There’s nothing to worry about, someone will get me out of  here shortly. I’ve barely 
heard it.

In/Words 10.1
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Karl is a regular
Kate Maxfield

He comes in almost every day to buy sherry.  Always three bottles and always the Westminster 
brand in the plastic, pineapple shaped bottle, when it’s in stock.  When it’s not, he buys the 
Imperial sherry that the street people drink.  Karl is not a street person.  He is too clean shaven 
and comfortable looking and he only wears one coat during the winter, which means he has 
someplace to go where he can keep his stuff  so he doesn’t have to wear it all at once.

Karl works a lot of  odd-jobs.  He clears snow in the winter and during the rest of  the year he 
has worked in landscaping and construction, parking cars, painting houses.  He worked in a 
downtown chip truck this summer and always mentioned how nice it must be to work inside.  
Karl works outside most of  the time so he has a lot to say about the weather.

The store used to sell a terrible discount white wine and this is what brought Karl in.  He was 
the only one who bought the wine, and when it sold out the product was discontinued. Once 
it was gone, he switched over to the sherry which Lara and I agreed was quite a jump from the 
weak, watery wine he’d been so fond of.

Last summer, on a slow night, Lara was sketching in her notebook to pass the time when Karl 
came in and shook her drawing arm, smearing pen ink across the page.  He giggled like little 
boys do when they test the limits of  family and friends, and he laughed when she scowled at 
him.  He must be something like forty-plus years old.  Lara was furious the way little girls are 
when boys ruin their details and wouldn’t look at him while she bagged his sherry.

The next time Karl came in he left a cassette tape of  Neil Young’s Harvest Moon for Lara, 
because she was always singing some song or other when he came in.  He had taped a note to 
the cassette that read:

For Lara, because she likes music.
I hope she has something that plays tapes.
Sorry about the drawing,
Karl

This is how we learned that his name was Karl. 
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Every so often, a regular dissapears. They drift to another part of  town or another city perhaps, 
or maybe they have died. We’d never notice the absence until weeks had passed, and then we 
would remember them with surprise. 

Karl dissapeared in this way and Lara, who still kept a sore spot over the ruined drawing 
started bringing it out and telling people  about it. She started calling it collaborative art instead 
of  Karl a jackass. 

In/Words 10.1
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The Turning
Lesly Bauer

What emerged was ugly, yet it seemingly retained its preciousness – cold and slimy, with a 
distinctly unpleasant odor, of  sulfur and bodily fluid. The moment it was no longer part of  
her, she was overcome with an intense revulsion. She had to turn to the side quickly to avoid 
choking on her vomit. The contents of  her stomach struck the white hospital wall with a 
smack, and then slid to the floor in silent slow motion. She couldn’t remember what her last 
meal had been, and she wondered if  the redness might be blood.

Her breasts, she quickly decided, would not be subjected to its latchings and suckings.  The 
hospital staff  took turns engaging her on this point. She suspected that they kept some 
kind of  log of  their interactions with her, like a treasure map identifying the dead ends and 
wrong turns, the areas of  firm resistance and those where there might be a certain promising 
compliance. But her breasts would not be liberated; they remained firmly ensconced in their 
cotton casements, where they belonged.

After a time, the nurses took to speaking with her slowly and deliberately, with measured 
pauses and a lexicon of  short, practical words. They needed an explanation for her behaviour, 
and so they settled on the common textbook case: a simple-minded incapacity to understand. 
She was relieved. It meant that they would not find the true contents of  the chamber they 
sought, which she suspected harbored something foul and ugly. She acquired a vacant look as 
they spoke to her, and so she kept her academic vernacular, her political rhetoric, inside. 

Terms like “exogenous failure to thrive” and “post-partum depression” hung in whispers 
around her, but the diagnoses of  her condition quickly dissipated as beds were at a premium 
and business prevailing, led mother and infant to be discharged. Follow-up orders were 
discreetly placed in a file at Social Services. Phone calls might be made. 

In the early days she would lie awake at night practicing the expressions remembered from her 
own childhood, the cooing tones, the solicitous cluckings, the nursery rhyme words, the sing-
song melodies of  irrational, overwhelming love. But she could never seem to quite conquer 
them, could never make them her own. Though she was not religious, she prayed to find in 
herself  at least the capacity for deception, as much for the sake of  her daughter as for her own 
dignity.
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“Oh my God, the smell,” she finally said one day as he nervously put their daughter into her 
arms. “Am I really the only one who can smell it?”

When she looked up, she glimpsed her revulsion in the mirror and quickly handed the baby 
back. She would never forget that mirror image, would invoke it in quiet moments in the shower, 
in the car, in the dead of  night. Sometimes it struck her stone battlements and bloodied itself  
ineffectually, but other times it could draw from her a tear, a tremble, the faintest, quietest 
weeping, which took her by surprise with its gentle surrender.

It came to be called Amanda. She was proud of  herself  for becoming actively involved in the 
choice of  name. In fact, she began to let herself  hope that perhaps everyone was right, that the 
absence in her was hormonal, or physical, or psychological. A diagnosis in a book in a medical 
library. Perhaps the veil might actually lift if  only she could be patient.

She was close, she thought; so close. She began running, became a vegetarian, visited a 
naturopath. She oriented her entire being to finding her way to the place she knew should be 
rightfully hers, the place that every other mother on earth seemed to inherit with such ease and 
entitlement. But the more focused she became, the more distant the place seemed to get. It 
was something that needed sneaking up on, she decided. It could not be engaged head on. And 
yet even when she did not pursue it, dared only to examine it obliquely, like a timid animal, it 
remained elusive. After a time, she lost sight of  it altogether, and perhaps it had never been 
there. And she was left sorting through scraps of  memory from before the birth, searching 
out evidence that it had once existed, hoping almost that it had not, afraid that she’d done 
something to obliterate it.  
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Reminders of  Other People
Leah Mol

We live in this apartment with five rooms and a basement. There’s a back deck and big win-
dows and it’s more than we need. This home is the smell of  leeks and asparagus. It’s watching 
you write in front of  windows pouring sunlight and watching movies on our couch in my un-
derwear. It’s as many blankets and pillows as we can fit on the bed. We’re comfortable in this 
home; we’re comfortable in us.

**

It’s lonely at five in the morning. Sometimes I drop something or sit on the bed harder than I 
should and sometimes you wake up long enough to say goodbye. Most days, I leave for work 
as you sleep. 

I work at a grocery store because I have to. It’s not where I saw myself  after university, but 
working for minimum wage is uncomplicated. This job has become so simple that looking for 
other jobs exhausts me. The days move slowly. People complain about leaking coffee cups and 
too many or not enough onions in the couscous. I am a person who dreads Mondays. 

**

I have a dream about the spiders in our basement. I go downstairs to get my winter coat out 
of  storage and there are spider webs everywhere, all over the bags and boxes. I never see the 
spiders, and somehow, that makes it worse. They’re constantly creating, and they could be 
anywhere. I wake with a certainty that the spiders know more than I do; they’re creating for a 
reason.

This morning I took out the vacuum and I opened the basement door. I used the hose to suck 
up every spider I could see in the doorway. I imagined their stick legs tangling in the rush, their 
bodies hitting the hard plastic sides of  the vacuum container; then lost in a pile of  rubble, 
of  dust and hair, the calm after a tornado. I left the vacuum outside in case any survived the 
disaster and crawled out to start a new life. I killed at least 20 spiders this morning; it rained 
all day.
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**

It’s been two years and you still offer to give me foot massages. You still lay in bed with me and 
play with my hair until I fall asleep. And the dishes are always done and the garbage is always 
taken out on time. When I’m bored I start arguments and you get frustrated. I try to fill the 
silence with awkward jokes and observations and it never helps. But when I make up songs 
and dance in my underwear, you laugh.

**

The man next door is one of  those people that I’m not sure anyone will ever really know. He 
works at the convenience store down the street and his name is Larry. Larry is almost always 
at the store, but I’m sure he can’t always be working. I think maybe it’s just the easiest place for 
him to spend his time. When he’s not at the store, Larry is in our driveway washing his truck. 
It’s a nice truck, but I don’t see how it can actually require that much washing, especially since 
I never see Larry driving it. 

Once I left the basement door open and a bat flew into our kitchen. It ended up flying in be-
tween the glass and the screen of  the window. We had to slice the screen open to get the bat 
outside. The next day, Larry told me he’d seen the screen and figured out exactly what hap-
pened. He told me about a time when a bat had done the same thing to him; he’d let it outside 
only to watch it fly right under the wheels of  a moving car.

This morning I was watching a movie and I heard Larry outside washing his truck. At first 
I thought he was listening to the radio, but then I realized he was singing to himself  as he 
hosed and scrubbed. Sometimes I think about the women Larry has loved, what it felt like 
when they ran their fingers through his hair, the words he whispered to them in restaurants or 
bedrooms. I wonder if  Larry’s mother read him stories about trains and bears and whether her 
voice lulled him to sleep or kept him awake for hours. I wonder if  his toes have ever touched 
the ocean, if  he’s ever stood on a beach and let himself  slowly sink into the sand, watching his 
footprints disappear. I wonder if  he slowly drinks a beer while sitting in his kitchen at night, 
thinking about what living is.
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**

We talk about what we’ll do when we leave this home, what we’ll do when you finish school. 
We talk about whether our lives are on the same path. I watch teen dramas on television and 
wonder how characters can go through so many failed relationships and not be noticeably 
scarred. I wonder if  I could do that, if  in six months we could manage not to think about each 
other any more. 

It would happen like this: I leave and you stay. One day you call to say I love you and the next 
you don’t. There are questions that neither of  us asks. Certain smells turn into reminders of  
other people and we will no longer belong to one another. 

**

At work one day, a customer has trouble with his debit card. He tries paying twice and then 
realizes the card isn’t going to work. He tells me his wife left him and he forgot that their joint 
savings account now belongs to her. He laughs and I feel awkward. I can’t help wondering her 
reason for leaving. 

**

Sundays are ours. I touch you as I wake and you pull my body into yours. I can feel your breath 
on my neck, and you touch my hair, already tangled from your fingers. 

The first night, I wasn’t sure if  you’d kiss me back. You said oh my god and it was the best 
compliment I’ve ever gotten. The beginning was e.e. cummings in bed and pulling you towards 
me by your beard. The beginning was telling someone who you are for the first time.

Your hands know exactly where to go; we have made ourselves into exactly what the other 
wants. I come as sunlight slices the room in two. 
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Patchwork: A Review of  Brendan McNally’s Up the Ottawa, Without Despair
Dave Currie

 Up the Ottawa,
 Without Despair
 By Brendan McNally
 desdechado prod.
 $20

Between two alligator clips and a loosely folded cover, Brendan Mc-
Nally has compiled Up the Ottawa, Without Despair, a series of eight 
chapter books and the culmination of his “House Band Reading Se-
ries.”  The book centers around Patch, a sixteen year old displaced in 
1980s Ottawa.  For those who are interested, the book serves as a near 
perfect map of a lost version of the Nation’s Capital, sparing none of 
the gritty details that are normally lost in the whitewash of history.

Up the Ottawa, Without Despair overcomes most of the prob-
lems one expects with a novel whose central figure is homeless.  
The book escapes tempations to sensationalize or diminish its 
hero and instead allows the reader to simply follow him through 
an environment that is at once familiar and alien. By illuminat-
ing aspects of Patch’s past, McNally is able to simultaneously 
draw out the reader’s sympathies for the character while also re-
invigorating a narrative that at times falls into nostalgic cliché.  

The book is filled with pieces of local Ottawa trivia, sites like The Mayfair Theatre, the 
“newly constructed” Rideau Centre and several now-defunct bars are so much a part of his 
story that a division occurs in the audience. His attention to detail is so great that readers 
who experienced Ottawa in the mid 1980s may ask themselves “So what?” whereas those 
of us who did not have that pleasure are filled with voyeuristic intrigue. Moving into the 
latter books, McNally proficiently draws out his story’s conclusion without ever losing 
track of the books realist and often dark tone.  

The loose binding and method of clipping individual chapter books together is a novel one.  
Readers may at first feel put off by the unfamiliar publication style but it certainly has its 
advantages. In putting together the book in this way, Brendan McNally places his focus 
squarely on accessibility. The text, or portions of it, can be easily taken anywhere, shared 
with anyone and distributed. Up the Ottawa, Without Despair matches its form perfectly 
with its content. The loose association of the texts held together by large stationary clips tie 
in cleverly with Patch’s story of wandering, chance meetings and a search for something 
conclusive. The book calls out to be read in everyway, it harkens back to a philosophy of 
publishing that has been almost entirely lost.
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An Excerpt: Patch and Emily sneak into the employees-only section of the Rideau Centre.

Passing the public toilets, they went through the door with “Staff Only” written on it, 
then down the long, back hallway, passing plain metal doors with the unadorned names 
of stores on them.  Some of the doors were open, and staff stood idly, smoking on their 
break.  At the end of the hall they stopped by the staff toilets,

“Wait here while I check.”  Emily smiled, handing him her cigarette before going into the 
women’s washroom.  A moment later the door opened again, her hand came out and she 
grabbed Patch’s collar, draggin him in.

Patch was led into a stall and sat on the toilet as she locked the door.  Then she turned, set 
her gym bag on his lap and took a cigarette, pursing it in her lips.  She leaned over and 
unzipped the bag, loosening her tie and he caught a glimpse of her lace bra as she undid 
some shirt buttons.

“What are you looking at?” she asked, straightening up, blowing smoke at him. “No need 
to blush; only natural.” Emily took off her school blazer and dropped it over his face.  He 
lifted it up and put it in her bag, from which she had taken some black jeans. She kicked 
off her penny loafers and slid the jeans on under her kilt, puffing on her cigarette.  Then 
she took the kilt off and put it in her bag, pulling out a T-shirt. She told patch not to laugh 
as she handed him her cigarette again and undid the rest of her buttons on her shirt, taking 
it off to reveal the lace bra.

 - From Brendan McNally’s Up the Ottawa, without despair, “Chapter 2”

A digital copy of the book is available at http://uptheottawa.blogspot.com
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An Interview With William Gibson

IW: You said during the writer’s festival that technology, like Google Street view has made for 
lazier writing, does that mean less interesting writing as well?

WG:  I don’t think I’ve said that have I?  Actually, in saying that I meant the opposite of  your 
interpretation. For me, making up what’s on the corner is actually the lazier option.  It is actually 
more work to study that corner of  the universe and allow it to alter slightly the direction of  
the narrative.  When I started writing science fiction one of  the things I found lacking was a 
lack of  specificity that I took to be a kind of  lazy writing.  A lot of  science fiction took place 
in these really very generic surroundings with large white buildings with no suggestion of  what 
kind of  architecture it was.  I wanted something that was much, much higher resolution.  

IW: When you’re writing you tend to bend the genre convention of  science fiction.  How do 
you feel that benefits your writing?

WG:  I think that literary genres arose as publishers marketing tools with the will and 
collaboration of  writers.  They offer readers a familiar experience... People do like to repeat 
experiences over and over.

CS: How does your writing fit into that?

WG: It plays with it, probably in minorly perverse ways. Any writer is happy to see their book 
in an airport bookshop.  That’s the most difficult slot to get because if  they aren’t turning over 
enough - they’re gone in half  a day.  They get replaced with something else.  On my tours 

 
William Gibson’s first novel Neuromancer, now in its 24th year since 
first being published, is considered on of  the greatest achievements 
in science fiction. Gibson has continued to release important works 
since then and his most recent novel, Zero History, has placed him 
on bestseller lists for the first time in his writing career.

In/Words’ own Christine Sirois recently sat down with William Gib-
son to discuss his life and works.
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sometimes, I’ll go by an Airport Bookshop and I’ll see Zero History and think “Cool!”  But in 
the back of  my mind I have this nagging thought where I feel sorry for some guy who wanted 
Tom Clancy but he got my book instead.  Now, he’s on an 8 hour flight hoping to have a kind 
of  straight ahead rock-em, sock-em male spy thriller.  He’s got this crazy book about super-
fashionable blue jeans.  I can’t help myself.  I find it very hard to take genre conventions that 
seriously.  I think science fiction or a spy novel as a literary strategy that is potentially absolutely 
perfect but as a genre it is not so good. All that the genre is really there for is to repeat an 
experience you’ve had before. But both science fiction and the spy novel have the potential to 
provide you with a completely novel and revelatory literary experience in the right hands.  I 
suspect that’s why Margaret Atwood so consistently and firmly denies writing science fiction.  
She wants no association with the genre while at the same time she obviously recognizes the 
power of  science fiction as a narrative strategy.

IW:  When you’re writing and you’re not doing tours and you have time to sit and ruminate 
what is a typical day like?

WG: Well, there are two stages of  that.  There is the stage where I’m basically on vacation. I’m 
doing nothing at home in particular.  That’s glorious for a while but it gets old pretty quickly.  
Then I start working on something else. As I get into working on the next book I shift over 
into thinking what to watch it would be like, and it would look like the most incredibly boring 
lifestyle. I get up at seven o’clock in the morning and go exercise, come home and have 
something to eat, sit down with a computer and try to write.  If  the writing happens I’ll be 
there until lunch.  I take about an hour for lunch then I go back and do it until four or five in 
the evening.  After dinner I try and stay away from it.  I get up the next day and do the same 
thing.

As the book progresses, I have less and less of  a life outside of  the book.  At the end, I’m just 
a guy at the frozen foods counter muttering lines of  dialogue under his breath as he stocks 
up on frozen food.  It’s really kind of  awful but it produces books.  Then I get to do another 
book tour and do interviews.

The full interview is available at inwordsmagazine.wordpress.com
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