
COVID ELEGY: GUITAR,
STAND-UP BASS AND RAIN

Gordie Larkin 1942-2021 
Vancouver, BC 

A winter downpour 
drenches East Hastings Street 
on a windy January evening, so that the drumming 
or pizzicato bass notes of 
the drops that bounce from roofs and hoods 
of parked vehicles and the asphalt, or lash sideways 
against storefront windows and 
siding, mingle with 
the cymbal brush of tires that splash along 
pavement—sedans, buses, delivery vans, 
heavier trucks—to present 
a jazz anthem: melancholy, but 
determined, dreamy for some moments, 
at others energetic, even harsh. Yet the composition 
offers the joyful promise of 
any effort that involves people together 
creating a glimpse 
of a more harmonious existence 

—a possibility we might believe we leave behind 
as we pull open the door to the Waldorf beer parlour 
so many years ago, to be met by 
a cacophony of conversations, odour of 
stale liquor, the drifting fog of cigarette smoke 
that hangs in the air of the jammed space 
in which Gordie Larkin sits 
at one of the identical small round tables 
topped by a terrycloth cover: 
his hair long in those days, sparse beard, 
bad front teeth, one eyebrow permanently higher 
than its twin. He waves us over 
and we peel off our soaked jackets 
as he signals a passing waiter 



and soon a couple of fresh pitchers 
plus glasses for we newcomers arrive. 

In this era, differing kinds of beer are not on tap, 
only beer by pitcher or glass. The waiter 
picks the price from the pile of bills and coins 
on the table, accepts a tip 
Gordie deposits on the man’s tray, which he loads with 
empties. Gordie mentions to us 
he has been telling the older guy seated with him 
—whom we’re introduced to, 
an ironworker like Gordie’s dad—
how a couple of years ago fishing paid off for once 
and from Gordie’s crew-share he was able to buy 
a muscle car. “My seventeen-foot penis,” he laughs 
and begins a story about the misadventures 
of a seine boat skipper he crewed for. 

Around us other fishermen drink 
and longshoremen—the longshore hall 
not far away in the rain—and also 
carpenters, crane truck drivers, air conditioning installers, 
factory hands, warehouse employees. 
Also at some tables 
are activists of the labour left, replaying
a just-finished union local meeting,
protest planning meeting or
organizing committee meeting. The stories
at table after table interweave
into another music—discordant, hilarious, angry 
and tender: what else but a kind of love
underlies the outrage, grievances, denunciations
of fools that draw some of these drinkers to ask for,
to choose to serve a vision of, a better life
at work, a city transformed. 

   Gordie’s laugh 
at the end of one more tale 
a run of notes: “So McFee tells me, 
Let me know when the revolution starts. 
I’ll be right here having a brewski.” 



II

Gordie’s guitar rang out the union hymns 
—resistance songs—at picket lines, 
movement rallies, union conferences, 
a retirement party 
decade after decade, into 
a new century. At the mic, 
his fingers marked by maritime hooks and lines 
formed a chord, then another, 
then a third, combining 
to vibrate out a creed: We’re moving. 
Rule by kings, priests, owners 
pushed aside or blunted. 
We have a huge distance to go, 
no question. But what was illegal 
is now usual: the right to organize, 
eight hours, employment standards, 
health and pension benefits. We’re still subject to 
arbitrary authority, even if protected a little 
by collective bargaining. No control by us of 
the effect on our community 
of the goods or services we make happen. 
The talking shop still claims to create the laws 
—a cover for the wealthy pulling the strings. 
We’re on our way, though. Sure, you can hear 
a horrible grating noise 
in the driver’s-side rear brake. Gas gauge 
broke; the GPS gone haywire, 
showing a route through a suburb of 
Rome, Indiana, if such a place exists. 

Yet we’re moving. Despite these setbacks 
we’ll get there, the whole pathetic, 
obstinate, devious bunch of us. Nothing 
can stop us now: resentful, entitled, scheming, 
or clinging to ridiculous, thoroughly disproved 
notions. We’re a planet of jerks. 
No wonder it’s taking such a long time. 
Not one good or noble idea 
but somebody can’t turn it into a shithouse 



or madhouse, or a drug 
that stuns those who shoot it up 
if it doesn’t kill you. This is who we are. 
Slagging our friends. Aping our enemies. 
We’re all we have available 
to construct the new and shining world. 

III

In the end he can’t breathe. 

Night rain teems down 
outside the hospital. Nearer the harbour, 
a muted piano, flute and stand-up bass 
are audible as I pass the entrance of 
a certain bistro. Cries of seagulls 
from the piers two blocks away. 
A young couple, arms around each other, 
sway down the wet sidewalk toward me 
and the music—plaintive, somber—swells 
as the door is opened and the couple enter, 
then diminishes as the door swings shut. 
I walk on, water seeping into 
my shoes. The city 

is emptier without him. 
Indoors somewhere, someone 
is tuning Gordie’s old guitar. 
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