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A SHORT HISTORY OF
PROPHYLACTICS
By Terrence McCubbin

My friend and I were fishing from atop a concrete culvert that, like many others on the
Sydenham and Pattawottamy Rivers, disgorged completely undigested sewage. Happy lusty
turds decorated these rivers. A prophylactic floated peacefully down the foamy water. It
was the first one I'd ever seen. I was nine years old.

Not many people appeared to look closely at these rivers and the evidence they bore up.
What no one could ignore was that this untreated effluent was seriously damaging Owen
Sound’s claim to fame as “The Trout Capital of Ontario”. Every Spring the migrating
browns and rainbows had to face sink and bathwater, turds, lamprey eels, prophylactics,
and the spinning gear of hundreds of drunk fishermen. If a fish making it’s way up the
Sydenham River was lucky enough to survive the oxygen-starved journey as far as the
“mill dam”, it had a chance to climb onto a fish ladder and made its way to the relatively
unpoliuted water above. Most of them didn’t make it. They collected in panicky herds at
the foot of the falls where they had to be smart enough not to bite on the temptations
offered by the fishermen, many of whom actually came from as far as the United States.
Many fish tried vainly to vault the two main falls. They had no way of knowing, as they
flung themselves into exhaustion, that they had to keep to the right of the pool and staying
submerged pick out a two-foot square hole that would lead them to placid waters and a
chance to procreate. And so most of them wrung their muscular bodies until, in
desperation they spawned in impossibly turbulent waters. (Not many of them bit on the
fishing gear.) For all their exercise they didn’t seem all that concerned with food. Not the
way you'd think they’d be after a hard days migrating. The youngest fish headed back after
trying to spawn. The older ones would finish their cycle and belly-up, float whitely back

toward the bay.

Eventually the trout began to get so sick and people so disgusted at looking at turds and
contraceptives that a sewage treatment plant was built. After a couple of years it was even
considered safe to swim in the bay, provided you weren’t too close to the action.

Much of the city’s drainage system had been constructed before it was customary to keep
records of such things. A person building anything in 1890 would tie into whatever
plumbing was already available. A maze of unknown passages formed subterraneously.

By 1960 the problem was amazingly complicated. A public health inspector my father
knew tried to trace the sewage flowings. He used a powerful orange chemical that upon
contact with water, would turn a fantastic green colour. He’d flush it down people’s toilets
and then run down to the rivers, trying to figure out where it went. He rarely found
anything that supported his theories. The invisible meandering defied analysis.

“I've been doing this for years and I still don’t know what the hell is going on down there’
he complained.

Trout were hard to catch at anytime, at least legally. What we caught in those pre-sewage
treatment plant days were usually carp. They were oblivious; and seemed to be able to live
in anything, permanently. After the spring trout run was over we abandoned hope of
catching anything but Carp and the odd Rock Bass. Usually we squashed them or
exploded them with big firecrackers.

Our summers would pass in this fashion, guddling into the water with our lines and hooks
and dew worms, all the while remaining careful not to step or fall in. This is when my
attention was drawn to the procession of prophylactics which floated regularly by and
which issued from the colvert at our feet. I had never noticed them. My friend explained
what they were for. He called them “shieks”.

“There’s a lot of fucking going on” he observed.

I had to agree. The idea of the citizens of Owen Sound going through motions I could
only imagine and then flushing the evidence furtively down the toilet hurled me into a
frenzy of speculation. Who was doing it? How old were they? Informed, that recently —
screwed girls found it painful to walk, I would look at any slightly bowlegged girl and
think “She’s just been fucked.”

I stuck to fantasizing about young, unmarried people sneaking off into bushes and parked
cars. The prospect of well-off middle-aged people fornicating lawfully didn’t appeal.

My friend fished that first prophylactic out of the stinking water. It was delicate and filmy
but enormous. It reminded me of a deflated Zeppelino. It was beyond comprehension how
it could be filled. My friend wouldn’t touch it, but I was too fascinated to care. I took it
and ran behind some bushes. Unzipping my junior-sized cock I tried to put it on. It was
like trying to push a train with a rope. Dishearted, I threw it away and began to worry if
my condition was permanent. Everytime I walked by the Sydenham or Pottawattamy, I
would stop and wait for a propyhlactic to float by and, comparing dimensions, feel a fresh
wave of uneasiness.

Due to the advent of modern hormonal discoveries and my own complete disregard for
contraception, my first experiences with females were relatively carefree. For quite a while
I was proud of not using condoms.

“Like taking a shower with a raincoat,” I declared pompously. It wasn’t until I found
myself in the position of being potentially responsible for the fertilization of
embarrassingly young girls that I was forced to take contraceptive measures.

In the first case I probed around without one. Then in a fit of conscience, I unplugged
long enough to get one out of my pants pocket. I put it on and it didn’t work too badly. It
was covered with a slippery white powder that made it easy. Nancy, who told me that she
was a virgin and may well have been one, even started to get vocal about it.

“Oh . . . it feels good” she breathed invitingly, and accelerated her hips instinctively in a
primordial fashion. Then her face grew pale and she suddenly lost interest. She drew away,
put on a nightie and ran out of the room. I got dressed and found her at the kitchen sink,
vomiting quite a bit of red pasty-looking stuff. It may have been Italian food, but I doubt
it. People from Owen Sound don’t eat a lot of it.

I stood in the kitchen and watched her hurl. I started laughing. Her girlfriend sat at the
formica kitchen table; she had been playing solitaire.

I saw Nancy downtown a couple of weeks later and she looked scared out of her mind.
She lurched at the sight of me and regarded me frozenly. She didn’t stop to talk; she just
kept walking.

I phoned her that night and asked what the problem was, as if I didn’t already know.

She dropped it right away. “I'm well over due.”

“That’s entirely possible. From what I hear there’s millions of sperm cells in every drop.”

“That’s what the doctor said.”
“How co-operative can this doctor be?”

“I'll know soon.”

A few days later Nancy phoned to say everything was okay.

Two years elapsed. I phoned her up and casually asked her if she wanted to go fishing,

“No,” she said coldly, “I don’t think I'd like that very much.”

A personal visit would do the trick, maybe. A few jokes. No doubt I'd brighten up her

whole day, m?ybc even the rest of the week. So I decided to drop by the restaurant where
she was working between university terms.

She was cleaning off tables when I found her.
“Hi” I said, smiling wistfully.

“You look like a slob” she said. I was wearing a torn T-shi )
' -shirt.
about fashion. g shirt. That’s how much she knew

She walked off into the kitchen with her dishes. I may as well have been contaminated
potato salad. As I drove home I thought about her perfect fingernails.

I us.ed to sta)f at Rochdale. I spent a few weeks squatting there. Nobody else seemed to be
paying rent either. Once, when visiting a friend there I came across his prophylactics
supply.. He had two kinds: regular rubber ones and another type that were made out of
sheep intestines. Having an orgasm into a dead soft animal bowel seemed improper, as
though there ought to be a law against it. My friend, who had not yet told anyone ile was

:.homosexual, kept his supply on hand for a girl who treasured him like an incurable
isease.

I took a regular rubber and stretched its mouth over the bathroom sink faucet. It swelled
trcmulou_sly, taking on the shape of the sink. I disengaged the faucet and carefully rolled
the slpgglsh water-bloated prophylactic out of the sink and into a waste basket. I took it to
the window and dumped it out. From the sixteenth floor it fell just the way yo;J‘d expect a
twenty—p(?und drop of water to fall. It exploded onto the top of a parked car. About
twenty minutes later someone pounded on the door. I answered. .

A man was standing there.
“If you don’t stop throwing stuff out the window you’re going to be evicted” he said.

Patty was a girl I could take anywhere so that people could speculate as to a sexual status
I was certainly puzzled as to her, especially as she automatically sought out the most '
androgynous company I could offer her. As an executive for a high-powered ad agency.
she seemd to have developed an indifference for the heterosexual men she did business ’

.w1th. It. was as though she wasn’t casually interested in anyone at all. This made her very
interesting.

All that mattered to her were “auras” and “vibes” that people toted with them like sets of

ma?ched luggage. The unseen. After a party, on our way home to separate beds she would
£0 into detail.

“Did you feel the vibes coming off Bill? He is so evil.”

All the personalities she took care to sample, were changing in precise accordance with the

astronomical machinery rolling around out there. She knew I didn’t beli i
. elie
she never held it against me. eve sy ofit, but

Manufacturers of drugs and birth control equipment were among her agency’s clients
They 1.18ed to send her a lot of samples, so she gave me a box of a dozen safes, just ir; case
A haznly-.focused couple caressed each other dreamily on the package. Each co’ndom was ‘
wrapped ina blue foil package. At home I took one out and saw that it was one of the
welHupncated variety. There was no need for it right then, so I stapled it against the
fantastically decayed mouth of a movie poster monster. The “Shock Theatre” was

advertising “I Eat your Skin”, “Night of the Living Dead” and “The Texas Chain Saw
Massacre.”

That stapled prf)phylactic stayed in the monster’s mouth for a year. It disintegrated and I
lost confidence in the rest of them. When it began to look as though I might need some I

went to a drugstore.. Determined not to be embarrassed, I marched in and asked for them
right in front of a line of customers. ’

“We don’t havg any” the druggist said. I felt stupid. On the way out, I noticed that there
weren’t any skin mags either.

I went to another drugstore, a newer, more progressive-looking establishment. There were
plenty of safes there, invitingly displayed and available in all kinds of colours and styles
The cheapest brand they had cost over five dollars for a dozen, so I went to Honest Ed’;
drug depa.rtment and bought ten “Trojans” for a dollar seventy-five. “For those who prefer
an unlubricated condom without reservoir” the Spartan package advised.

When the time came to use one I ¢ i i i
. ould hardly fit it on: it was so tight. It felt li
constrictor. Intense pain. ¢ e 2 boa

The alternat.ives were obvious: get a soft-on or die. I thought about hockey games, war

documentaries, “Front Page Challenge”, “Wayne and Shuster” and finally, in desp’eration
Anne Murray in concert at the Hamilton Forum. It was a classic effort of detumessence ’
But this evil prophylactic fed some kind of energy back in, punishing me. '

(Iistarted' clawing at it. It split a little along the upper middle. I began to panic. In
esperation I grabbed it by the base and peeled it off forcefully, tearing out clumps of hair.

That was the last time I had anything to do with prophylactics.
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