
		
			[image: Cover of Dissatisfied Me: West Coast Larry by Bruce D. Gordon]
		
	
		

		
			Dissatisfied Me: 

			West  Coast  Larry

			Bruce D. Gordon

			[image: ]

		

		
			
			

		

	
		

		
			This is a work of fiction. Any similarity to any events, institutions, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and unintentional. 

			Dissatisfied ME: West coast larry ©2025 by BRUCE D. GORDON. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations in critical articles and reviews. For more information, contact Renaissance Press. 

			First edition 2025

			Cover art by Nathan Fréchette. 
Cover design by Nathan Fréchette. 
Interior design by Molly Desson. 
Edited by Shawn Brixi, Aleksandar Cimeša, and Lorenzo Carrara.

			Legal deposit, Library and Archives Canada, September 2025. 

			Paperback ISBN: 9781990086847 (978-1-990086-84-7)
Ebook ISBN: 9781990086878 (978-1-990086-87-8)

			Renaissance Press - pressesrenaissancepress.ca 

			Renaissance acknowledges that it is hosted on the traditional, unceded land of the Anishinabek, the Kanienʼkehá:ka, and the Omàmìwininìwag. We acknowledge the privileges and comforts that colonialism has granted us and vow to use this privilege to disrupt colonialism by lifting up the voices of marginalized humans who continue to suffer the effects of ongoing colonialism. 

			Printed in Gatineau at 
Imprimerie Gauvin 
Depuis 1892
gauvin.ca 

		

		
			
			

		

	
		

		
			To the love of my life, Wifey, who gets—and puts up with—my humour. She always brings out the surreal and absurd side of me, making life fun.

		

	
		

		
			Content Warning

			Be advised that this book contains content related to death of a pet, death of person, infertility, bullying, mild drug use and implied selling of harder drugs, homelessness, implied family abuse, partner neglect, and sexual content.
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			Foreword

			by Rick Duncan

			I can’t believe this is happening. A book about Larry Johnstone?! Who in this freakin’ world actually wants to read about that clueless tool?

			Some loser who had the brain fart of writing his story called me a few years ago and requested I draft an introduction to this memoir. I asked him why the hell I’d do that? I despise the douche, and I’ve only seen him a couple of times over the past thirty-five years. But he thought it’d be funny, that I, Rick Duncan of all people, would endorse this wretch’s life story. The caller added that Larry was an unexpected star of my book, Dissatisfied Me: A Love Story, and fans wanted more of him. Everyone “loved to hate him and hated to love him.” That set me off. To me, he’s frustrating AF. I abruptly hung up.

			I was haunted by the call over the following days. If anyone has read Dissatisfied Me: A Love Story, they’d know what a disruptive force Larry was in my life. Not to mention the life of rock star Cheryl Smith (who most of you will know as the Red Angel). Larry wouldn’t be “famous” if it weren’t for us.

			I mean, this guy’s full of himself. He’s a liar, he’s conniving, and lives in his own world. Were we friends? He would’ve thought so. In high school, he’d irritate the hell out of me, phoning me every day to blather on about the latest girl who dumped him. Honestly, I could never tell if he made up those sob stories. 

			It’s such a Larry thing to do, drawing attention to himself. 

			Like, I wore a kilt to my grad, so he wore one, too, claiming my family tartan looks better on him. When I sang in church—and no, I don’t go to church, attending was his idea—he had to belt out his atonal harmonies on top of mine. Even when someone threw me a surprise birthday party, he made a huge production of proposing marriage to my bitchy cousin on my day. Then the clincher… he stole my identity… don’t even get me started on that.

			Now, once again, Copycat Larry steals my thunder with his own book. 

			Over the following months, his publisher kept hounding me to draft this foreword. After the hundredth time they called, maybe eighteen months ago, my wife convinced me it might not be a bad idea to write something and plug my own story. Besides, with my history with Larry, it would be prudent to have a sneak peek at his manuscript. Our lives do intersect, and he is a liar…

			So, I agreed to do it and was promised a copy of the book a week later. Never received it…and yesterday, I got this call from his publisher saying that they’re going to typesetting tomorrow! They need me to finish my foreword today! I told them, “How can I do this? I haven’t even seen the book yet!” 

			But they said, “That’s okay. Do your best. You know him well. We’ll show you the final copy before it goes to print.”

			Did I mention they’re going to print next week?

			I finally received the document this morning. And like his over-inflated ego, his life story is a freakin’ tome. No way I’ll finish today—I don’t even want to read it. This is typical Larry. He’s always been bone idle and a huge procrastinator, so why should his work habits change now? You can imagine how nervous I am about all this, given my past with this layabout.

			I’ve only had time to scan the introduction to his story. It reads so like him—from his perspective and through his eyes. No mention of me. Good. I don’t want to be in his book. I’m a bit stressed, though, that the memoir might include Cheryl and me, and that he’ll spread more lies about us. Maybe he’ll just focus on his self-centred self. If not, Cheryl’s got tons of lawyers to sue his ass.

			Anyway, here’s my endorsement: I doubt his book will sell. Buy mine, Dissatisfied Me: A Love Story, instead. 

			Okay, let’s open the first page of this pulp and dive into this crap. So, without any further ado, brace yourself, and let me introduce you to…Larry Johnstone.

		

	
		
			

			Prologue

			May 2017

			“OOOOOAAAAAAAH!”

			Amazing! Best of the month! Ha!

			The dimly lit room in the fertility clinic didn’t create much ambience. Nor did the medical charts hanging on the white wall over the sink in the corner. Not that I needed anything atmospheric. When it came to ejaculating into a cup, no one did it better.

			C’mon! There’s barely any stuff in there! Something that euphoric should’ve been at least double. Sigh. They say it’s quality, not quantity.

			You know…that little squirt would’ve pocketed me at least fifty bucks in the States. Here in Vancouver? Nothing. After coming here for the past twenty years, that money would’ve come in handy. I never made much working at that men’s shelter. Oh well, volunteering my talent is the least I can do.

			I shifted position but couldn’t move in the old chair—the grooves in the cushions now fitted too snug to my body. At least it’s comfy and helped me to relax while I focused on my task.

			Hmm… Better try to squeeze out another round. The clinic might want more.

			I closed my eyes, sat back, and restarted, but a sharp knock at the door interrupted.

			“Larry, finish up,” yelled Margo, the apathetic nurse. “It’s almost time to leave.”

			“But…I’m almost there,” I replied. “Gimme another five minutes.”

			“Rules are rules, Larry, get moving.”

			Why on earth did this hospital ever change to a “fifteen-minute only” policy? Don’t they know I’m an artist?

			C’mon Larry, down to business…only a few more strokes.

			Knock-knock-knock.

			Damn, it’s not happening!

			“Larry. Now!”

			“Oh, all right.”

			I dropped what I was doing, stood, and admired the butt grooves that remained entrenched in the chair. BA-HA-HA, for an average-sized guy, my fifty-two-year-old ass still looks perfect!

			Yeah, the Golden Oak Hospital in western Vancouver adopted a “fifteen-minute policy” a while back. Before then, I’d park myself for hours in that comfy chair, recline way back, and peruse a huge pile of magazines they’d provide. Taking my time, I delivered gallons of baby gravy.

			

			After each visit, the staff laughed at me. They’re jealous, of course. My man sauce had always been of higher quality than the average Joe—in the top one percent, so the labs say.

			My donations were always in high demand. I never understood why the hospital insisted on a once every three-day schedule. I’d be willing to come daily, and I took the forced rest as an affront. I could’ve easily given them three bottles each visit with no need to “recharge my batteries.”

			Now with imposed time restrictions—and no magazines—I worked five times faster to meet my quota. I couldn’t disappoint, even if it’s harder to deliver. Despite these challenges, I still rose to the occasion and left the hospital content that I contributed to the betterment of humanity. After all, I made people happy by giving them the hope of bearing my children, fulfilling my lifelong mission to father a nation. These every-third-morning visits had been an essential part of my routine.

			A bell rang, warning someone was about to open the door.

			I pulled up my pants—a bit tight today. Probably shrank in the wash. I left the room.

			A round-faced, older woman sat behind her desk, sipping a large bottle of cola. Her finger twirled her short curly hair. I had to admit, her new butterfly-filled scrubs were cheerier than her usual navy blue.

			“Margo, why on earth are you drinking that poison so early in the morning? Don’t you know they clean hubcaps with that stuff?” She didn’t seem amused. “Hey, didn’t I say you should smile more?”

			She’d always been cantankerous. When I first started making donations, I suggested that smiling was the first step in liberating her burdened soul. It didn’t help Margo much, and she needed constant reminding.

			The dour nurse peered above her aviator glasses at the janitor across the hall and sneered. “Do you see what I have to deal with day in, day out, Enrique?” She typed a few notes into her computer, and turned to face me, cocking her head. “Have you lost more hair since your last visit?”

			I placed the small bottle on her counter. “I’ll have you know, I’ve had this mullet since my teens. And…my adoring fans recognize me because of it.” Well, it’s been ten years since I became a social media phenom. I adjusted my John Lennon glasses, another trademark from my youth.

			“Well, I’ve got two words for you. Tou-pée.” She reached over and grabbed my bottle. “Okay, what do you have for us today?”

			Margo was testier than usual. I had that effect on people. They were so insecure in my presence that they tried to elevate their stature with cheap put -downs. Sometimes I wished I had lightning bolts, like the Ancient Greek gods, to put them in their place. But I don’t need to—I’m better than them.

			Margo raised her eyebrows at my below average output. “I expected more. Enrique over there was mopping to the beat of your fap—he finished his work five minutes faster.”

			Good, at least now she’s smiling.

			Enrique sat in the corner, exhausted.

			“You should eat more fresh fruit, Enrique—” I said.

			“And you should get more sun,” Margo retorted.

			My pale skin is like royalty!

			Ignoring her, I finished my thought. “It might make you less sluggish, Enrique. Don’t worry Margo. I’ll perform better next time. I’m a little stressed. Have a lot on my plate today.”

			Margo laughed. “You? What’s the big stressor? Deciding on drinking an espresso over a latte?”

			How’d she know?

			“By the way,” I said, “I’ve said a million times this whole fifteen-minute policy you guys have is for the birds. You should make an exception for me. Oh, and another thing. You really gotta bring back those magazines.”

			“Hospital cutbacks, dear. Have you not heard of the internet?” Margo replied. “Most donors use their cell phones to find stimulus.”

			“Hey, may I remind you that I volunteer my time for this? I shouldn’t have to use my cell data. The hospital should offer free Wi-Fi. It would improve overall output.”

			“I’ll make the request just for you Larry. I’m sure the board of directors would be happy to pay for Wi-Fi to satisfy your porn needs.”

			About time someone did something about that. “Thank you, Margo.” My smartwatch chimed. Burned 600 calories this morning! Guess I can have extra cream in my morning coffee. “Gotta run. See you Thursday. Same time. And I expect to see the Wi-Fi installed.”

			“Hopefully someone else will be here. I’m due for a change from this fertility clinic to do something more invigorating—like bedpan rotation.” She dropped my sample into a large yellow bin labelled “Larry Johnstone’s Donations.”

			Margo could be so silly. She loved my regular visits. I clicked my heels, did an about face, and left for Jumpin’ Java to enjoy my free daily coffee.

			Aboard a packed bus, part of me still dreamt for the “traditional” way of rearing a family. That was my intent when I flew over to the West Coast from Ottawa to marry my Schnookums—wife, white picket fence, tons of kids, dog, cat…. not quite the way it worked out.

			Hard to believe it’s near thirty years since I landed here. Drowsy, I closed my eyes reliving the day Schnookums invited me to move to the West Coast.

		

	
		
			

			Part One: Honeymooning Larry
 (1989 — 1990)

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			Aftermath

			April 1989

			The console aboard the small spacecraft blipped and bleeped while I navigated the asteroid belt with ease.

			A soft moan from behind aroused my attention.

			“Larry,” said the sensual voice, “space travel is sooo boring. Why don’t we mate the way the ancients did back home?”

			The woman with long strawberry-blonde hair lay on her side. Her mane camouflaged with the ship’s interior—an orange-brown, shag carpet, covering the floor, walls, and ceiling.

			The fur blanket wrapped around her suggested she had nothing else on. She held a martini glass filled with a clear liquid and took a sip. “Why don’t you have one of these, Larry? It’ll get you in the mood.”

			In a firm voice, she ordered, “Fly, autopilot.” The computer took over the controls.

			“You know,” I said in my cool Larry voice, “I can drink anyone in the galaxy under the table. That includes you.”

			“The drink is strong, Larry, dear. Be careful. Why risk the pleasures you’ll receive by getting intoxicated?”

			“Hogwash.”

			I grabbed the half-filled Martini glass next to her; and with one big gulp, I downed the drink while soaking in my co-traveller’s beauty.

			She deserves a night of unforgettable ecstasy with me.

			The room blurred, and my head erupted in pain. The smooth-flying vessel suddenly bounced up and down, forcing me to fall on top of my companion. Since I landed on her anyway, I closed my eyes, puckered up, and—

			My eyes fluttered open and beheld my best friend’s freckled face. Brad Lepage was sitting next to me, shaking my shoulders.

			“Aaaaaah,” I yelled, placing my hands by my temples. “Stop it! The pain! The pain!” My head exploded. Sunlight beamed through the far window creating a halo around Brad’s ginger hair.

			“Haah…Uugh…Aaah…” I groaned and rolled over onto my side, facing the wall. I pulled the blanket over my head to escape the bright rays.

			What the…?

			

			I lowered the blanket again. My eyes bulged open as I caught a glimpse of a pair of bare legs facing me.

			A life-size Barbarella poster?

			While Brad’s room was a bit like a pop-culture museum, boasting a huge collection of action figures, models of spacecraft, fantasy boardgames, and a wall filled top to bottom with books, his choice of “art” featuring posters of scantily clad sex-symbols from the sixties hanging over his bed was so… 

			Huh, and Brad tells me he “reads” science fiction “alone” here. 

			Brad shook me again.

			“Leave me alone!” I curled myself into a tight ball.

			I slept here last night? Couldn’t remember. Wait…is he waking me to go to church?

			“Okay, okay, I’ll get up.” 

			I attempted to sit, but the pain was so overwhelming I crashed back on the pillow and rolled on my side. I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why my head thumped at the speed of light. 

			“Happy twenty-fourth birthday, Larry,” he said unenthusiastically.

			Why the sullen puss? You should be singing me a birthday song. Wait a sec. My birthday is in a couple of weeks…I think.

			“Brad, did I sleep in?” I turned on my back. “I can’t be late. My church’s youth group needs their leader!” I massaged my face attempting to shake the cobwebs from my brain. “Ugh… Wait. You do remember my birthday is in May, right? I think we’re still in April.”

			“Really? Shit, Larry!” Brad, agitated, stood. “You asked me to plan an early surprise party for you after church today.”

			“I did?”

			“Don’t you remember anything?” he said, waving his arms in the air in frustration.

			“Uh…”

			“You didn’t want to celebrate your birthday so close to your wedding in a couple of weeks.”

			“Yes, yes, of course. Brilliant idea. Well, you know I have a lot of dates on my mind with all that marriage prep stuff.”

			“Yeah…don’t I know it.” Brad placed both hands behind his neck and moaned. “I’ve had way too much to do as best man for your wedding…running around coordinating stuff for you and your fiancée, Heather. Why I asked some guy who said he knew you from church to plan your surprise birthday party.”

			“Good stuff. Well, you might as well join me for mass and my birthday. I can pretend to act surprised. How’s this?” I sat up, opened my mouth wide, and raised my eyebrows. Brad didn’t budge. “Anyway, it’s been months since you last attended church, Brad. You need religion for your soul.”

			“I don’t think so. It’s 3 p.m.”

			“What?”

			

			“Your party, if it happened, ended two hours ago. Besides, you don’t look like you’re in any shape to go anywhere. Your face looks like it’s been pressed by a waffle maker.”

			I couldn’t understand what Brad was on about. My face always is stunningly handsome…and for sure the gang would wait for the birthday boy to show up! Or would they be worried? I never missed church.

			“How the hell did I sleep in so late?”

			Brad’s eyebrows furrowed. “You mean, you don’t remember what happened last night?”

			“Sure I do. We had a soirée to celebrate me! I taught the gang about all my trials and tribulations in love! It was great! Did you guys learn a thing or two about scoring with chicks? Ba-ha-ha.”

			“Uh, Larry, what’s the last thing you remember?”

			“Some guy had this flipchart, filled with a great timeline listing the hundreds of girls I dated. It was fun recounting my love story for each one.”

			Brad bit his lower lip.

			“Okay… Tell you what. Get yourself out of bed and wash up. Maybe you’ll remember better after you have some coffee. There’s a fresh pot brewing.” He walked towards the door and stopped before leaving the room. “Oh, and when you’re fully awake, call Father Barry. He phoned earlier. Says it’s important.”

			“He always calls me when there’s an emergency, like when he needs me to replace him at church.”

			Brad scoffed. “You need to finish university to be a priest.”

			“Details. Details. I am a recognized youth leader at that church, after all.”

			Brad stormed out and went downstairs. 

			Who pissed in his cereal today? Cereal? Breakfast? Wait a second. Did Brad say it’s three o’clock? Crap! I missed my marriage prep meeting.

			My fiancée, Heather, and I were getting married in a couple of weeks and were supposed to finalize the plans for our service with the priest. These meetings were brutal to coordinate. Schnookums—I also nicknamed her Honey-Bunny—was a busy professional living in Vancouver. She wanted to make all the wedding decisions. I didn’t care about things like choice of flowers or the reception, but when it came to the church service, that was my domain. I fought her tooth and nail to earn the right to make the calls for our ceremony. And I missed the key meeting where we were going to review the hymns and liturgy. I began to panic.

			Heather wanted a non-traditional ceremony and couldn’t understand that Anglican smells-and-bells were the only way to go. She argued for hours about wanting to walk down the aisle to “Another One Bites the Dust,” but we had it removed. I feared with my being absent she’d reintroduce that wretched song back in the service.

			Anyway, the service isn’t the most important thing. The marriage is. 

			

			Through our regular prep meetings with Father Barry over the past months, we’ll be ready for the “big time.” Reminds me. Haven’t started reading the four books he gave us in January that outline the steps to successful marriage, including one on human relations. I never understood why Father Barry wanted me to read them…Heather had taught me all I needed to know about “human relations” that one time. I closed my eyes, recalling every detail of that intimate interaction with my fiancée, when a door slammed downstairs, interrupting my pleasant memory. Sigh. Guess I’d better start my day.

			I went for a leak in the bathroom. Oops, there’s a bit of pee on the floor. That’s okay. Brad’ll get that. Washing my hands, I peeked up at my reflection in the mirror above the sink, and I let out a huge shriek.

			What the hell?

			“BRAD!” I yelled, “Where did I get that black eye?”

			He didn’t reply. I tried calling again. No response.

			What’s up with him?

			The strong, fresh coffee smell lured me downstairs to the kitchen after I changed.

			Didn’t pour me a cup. Jerk.

			Brad busied himself outside in the garden, occasionally coming in and out of view of the kitchen window.

			A wrapped present and an envelope with my name awaited me on the table. A yellow note taped to it read, “Call Father Barry, eat your meal, and please leave—Brad.” 

			Huh?

			I opened the envelope. A card with a knight in white-plate armour holding a lance read “Happy Birthday Larry—Brad.” Curious, I ripped off the wrapping around my gift.

			Wow! How thoughtful! An amazing porcelain figurine of a wizard. Brad and I had spent many an hour at his dining room table, playing role-playing games and conjuring complex fantasy worlds. 

			Tossing it on the table, I phoned my priest.

			“Father Barry speaking, praise God!” His booming voice echoed over the line.

			Owwww. Is he using a microphone?

			“Larry! So glad to hear from you! Are you doing okay? The gang from the party last night is worried about you.”

			Father Barry was there? Where was that again?

			“My head hurts, Father. I never felt such pain. I must be paying for my sins. I’m sure it’ll soon pass.”

			“My son, since you mention sin, let me come straight to the point. You certainly were dancing along the edge of the Lake of Fire last night. After all our teachings on sexual purity to our youth of late, you of all people were bragging about having pre-marital sex to our young friends.”

			“What? No! I’m saving my virginity for my Schnookums on our wedding night. You know that. It’s just like it said in the books you told me to read.” I tried hard to remember what I could’ve possibly said to the gang. I mean…Heather and I used a condom that one time, and we both agreed that it wasn’t “really” having sex…even if she became pregnant, which she did. I took a second to imagine what “real” would be like on my honeymoon. “That big day’s coming soon, you know. Anyway, why are we talking about this? Aren’t you calling me to lead evening vespers or something? I really can’t today.”

			“What? No. Listen,” replied the priest. “You also announced that Heather was in a ‘maternal’ condition.” — I did? — “When I preached on planting a passion last fall, it never occurred to me you’d take it in this direction.”

			“No, no, no! I’d never talk about sex openly in front of a group of people. I’m pure, I tell you.”

			“Well, you did. The boys from the youth group were all shocked you had lost your innocence.”

			“Father Barry, I led those kids for years. They love me. I’m their spiritual mentor. Why would I lie to them about my sex life at my birthday party?”

			“It was your stag, Larry, and you were trashed.”

			“That’s what I meant. Stag.” 

			All these dates. It came back to me. Bachelor party last night that Brad organized. “Surprise” birthday today. Wedding in a couple of weeks. 

			“Trashed? How’s that possible? I’ve never been drunk.”

			“You were plastered, and I have some sobering news for you. I cannot officiate at your wedding. You really need to do some reflection. You blabbed more than you probably intended. I was particularly flabbergasted at that story you shared…you know, the one where you stole your friend’s identity? What was his name? Dick Wank? And for what? To date girls because you had such a horrible reputation that you couldn’t even use your own name?”

			“Not true,” I said, “everyone loves the name Larry Johnstone.”

			“And you were arrested for being a voyeur? That poor girl Trisha sounded traumatized!”

			I spoke about Trisha? That can’t be good. I promised the police and my counsellors I’d never mention her. That was all a huge misunderstanding. I only hung around her apartment building a lot—not really being a voyeur.

			“Your story about that young woman set that boy off. What was his name? You know…one of your ushers?

			“Rick Duncan?”

			“That’s the one! I’d never seen anyone that angry in years. Why would he be so furious?”

			“That’s because Rick Duncan is Dick Wank. He fronts this rock band called Scottish Rot using that stage name. He also wears a paper bag over his head when he performs so no one will recognize him.” It’s how I got away with using his stage name. Trisha only knew me as Dick.

			“Well, Rick clobbered you, and you were out cold. He left in a storm. I prayed for your recovery, and I’m glad at least you’re up and about, praise God.”

			I rubbed near my bruised eye. My best friend after Brad hit me? He couldn’t have been that upset I pretended to be Dick Wank?

			“My friend,” Father Barry said, “I’m all about forgiveness, so I can turn a blind eye to your shenanigans for the sake of a couple willing to commit themselves to each other in the eyes of God and man. But I can’t marry you. I might reconsider if both you and your fiancée undergo some heavy counselling. Obviously, we would also have to wait until your baby is born.”

			I couldn’t respond. Did I really blab out my deepest secrets?

			Pfft, who needs counselling? I have all the marital advice one can get from the Bible and all the soap operas I watch.

			“Thanks, Father Barry, for your concern. I’ll discuss this with Heather.”

			“Sorry for the bad news, Larry. If you need to talk to someone, I’m here for you, praise God.” Father Barry hung up.

			I couldn’t believe this “birthday.” I reread Brad’s note and glanced out the kitchen window. Brad was raking the pristine yard with agressive strokes, his grip tight on the handle, as if trying to force his frustrations out into the grass.Poor guy must’ve been upset that Rick ruined my bachelor party. I shook my head in sympathy and served myself some food. 

			Hungry, I demolished a box of Frootie-ooties—my favourite cereal. The clock read 5 p.m., so I drank the remainder of the milk from my bowl and phoned Heather.

			I made all my long-distance calls from Brad’s house. He never complained, maybe because he didn’t notice. It did help because I needed to chat with my fiancée often. 

			I dialed her number in Vancouver.

			“Hi, Schnookums,” I sang in a kid-like tone, “it’s your Honey-Bear. I love you.”

			“Come,” the voice on the line said abruptly, then hung up.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			The Ecstasy of Flight

			April 1989

			Heather was the best thing that came out of my relationship with Prick Rick. She was his first cousin and had flown in before the jerk’s twenty-first birthday party last September—that I organized. Overwhelmed by her beauty, I fell in love with the blonde bombshell at first sight. Within two weeks of meeting, we were engaged. 

			Heather remained in Vancouver while Brad and I ran around Ottawa doing all the preparations. She told us what she wanted, and we’d act on it. She had to have her say in everything, and we spared no expense—we had no choice but to honour all of Heather’s wishes.

			Schnookums had a high-paying job as an advertising executive, but never helped with the bills and insisted my family pay. My parents were poor as dirt, but my dad did co-sign a loan with me for her engagement ring, which I defaulted on. I had to convince Heather’s mom, Mary Mackenzie, to give me her credit card number to help clear my debts. Thankfully, she did, and I continued to use it for other wedding expenses.

			Now Schnookums is calling me to join her on the West Coast.

			I rifled through Brad’s kitchen drawers and found a phone book. Excited about the prospect of taking my first flight, I dialed Air Western. A ticketing agent answered.

			“Hi, I’m Larry Johnstone. I need to fly to Vancouver tonight.”

			“Let’s see, sir. You’re in luck. You have the choice between two flights. They’re costly. Most people book their tickets a few weeks in advance to avoid paying a premium.”

			“I don’t care, I have to urgently return to my fiancée.”

			“Okay. You could take a direct flight to Vancouver, but at such short notice it will cost $1,350. It leaves at 7:00 p.m. and the flight will take about five hours. You should arrive by 9 p.m. The other option is cheaper; however, you’ll be flying to Vancouver via Toronto, Winnipeg, Regina, Calgary, and Edmonton. You don’t have to change planes, though, and it only costs $900. Better leave quick to catch it. The flight departs in an hour and a half. You’ll arrive in Vancouver after midnight.”

			“I’ll take that,” I said.

			“Very good, sir. Would you like economy or first class?”

			

			Without missing a beat, I answered, “First class.” They’d better not serve meatloaf!

			“Excellent. That’ll be $1,700.”

			Mary’s credit card paid the bill, and the agent instructed me to pick up the ticket at the airport. I called Heather, and she promised to meet me.

			Hmm, only got five bucks. Not enough for a cab.

			“Hey Brad,” I yelled through the kitchen window. “You asked me to leave. Can you drive me to the airport?”

			Brad stared at me, hesitated, then nodded.

			I’ll have my personal belongings sent to me later. I don’t have much and can’t tarry. Heather beckons.

			Brad drove me to the airport. He surprised me by not saying good-bye. Didn’t matter. I was too psyched for my first flight and to be reunited with my Honey-Bunny on the West Coast.
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			My head still hurt from my bender the night before, and the airport swarming with people in frantic excitement didn’t help. I stood in the entrance, unsure where to go. I couldn’t believe all the slow-moving queues, and I only had forty-five minutes to catch my plane.

			I must’ve appeared lost. An elderly woman walked by. “You poor, poor, man,” she said. “Here, let me help you with your taxi fare.” She gave me twenty dollars! I’d never refuse free cash, but why on earth would she do that?

			Within another minute, someone else gave me ten.

			I should hang out at the airport more often!

			“Excuse me,” I asked a porter. “Which is the line for picking up my ticket?”

			He pointed to a sign marked “Tickets.” Five people were waiting to be served.

			A middle-aged woman greeted me from behind the counter. I figured I’d make some light conversation. “Hey baby, how’d a hot chick like you get stuck at a job like this?”

			“NAME,” she replied.

			“Uh, hi, I’m Larry Johnstone,” I said.

			She checked the register. “You’re supposed to be in first class. Go to the first-class line.”

			The queue had about ten people. “I’m in a hurry. Can’t you just give me the ticket here?”

			“Sorry. Economy fare only.”

			The nerve.

			I walked over towards the other line. A young couple with their backs to me were chatting after having checked their bags. They might’ve been talking about playing squash, or washing a car, for all I could care; but based on their snobbish accents, I guessed they must’ve come straight from a prep school. At least they had good taste in clothing—dressed like me in similar golf shirts, jeans, and topsiders.

			I tapped the man’s shoulder. “Hi, I’m Larry. I gotta get to Vancouver desperately.”

			“Sorry, chum. Why the urgency?”

			“Can’t go into details. My fiancée needs me.”

			The woman chimed in, “Topher, help the poor man out. He probably got mugged… Isn’t it romantic? He wants to visit his Cutie Patootie.” She beamed at her boyfriend.

			“You’re so right, Muffy,” He pulled out his wallet. “Sorry for your troubles. This should help, and hope they find the guy who did this to you.” He produced a generous wad of cash. “This can be put towards a cheaper economy ticket.”

			The woman gushed. “Topher! You’re so noble!” She gave him a long, wet kiss. The two gathered up their belongings and went towards the gates while I joined the lineup for first class passengers.

			Who needs to work when you have airports?

			I made more cash in fifteen minutes than my last semester in university.

			The young woman behind the first-class counter opened her mouth in shock. Her big blue eyes widened. “My word, what on earth happened to you?”

			“What do you mean? I’m flying to Vancouver tonight.”

			“Your black eye…and your clothes.”

			It occurred to me I had slept in the clothes I wore at my stag and smelled of rancid BO and alcohol.

			Might as well take advantage of the situation.

			“I got beat up by this horrible man named Rick Duncan. He sucker-punched me and left me lying in the gutter all night. Then my fiancée called from Vancouver in a panic. She needs me badly. I booked a ticket, so here I am.”

			“That’s horrible! Let’s see.” She clicked at her keyboard. “Name?”

			“Larry Johnstone.”

			“Here you are, right near the front of the aircraft.” She surveyed me closely. “Are you sure you want to take this flight? You’ll be in a small plane for almost ten hours.”

			“Ten hours? I was told I would arrive in Vancouver at around midnight, not four in the morning.”

			“Yes, but there’s a time difference of three hours. The direct flight will get you there at around 9 p.m. and leaves a half hour later. Since you paid first-class, I can get you on it. At least you can grab a drink and unwind beforehand in the first-class lounge.”

			Excellent! I might earn more money in the meantime.

			“Okay, sounds good.”

			“Your boarding pass.” She handed me the ticket.

			

			Score! A window seat.

			“Follow those signs to the first-class lounge,” she said. “They’ll announce boarding in about a half hour.”

			Did she say free beverages? Makes first class worth it!

			I stopped off at a bookstore en route to the lounge. Someone else gave me a fiver.

			Perfect, that should cover the cost of my reading material.

			I loved mythology, and it had been a while since I indulged in the Greeks. I purchased a copy of Homer’s Iliad and the Odyssey—a nice light read for the flight.

			I checked into the first-class lounge and downed a couple of vodka oranges.

			Funny. They helped my headache.
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			“Flight 729, destination Vancouver, now accepting first- and business-class passengers. Please proceed to Gate 17.”

			Grabbing my book, I went to the bathroom and ran to catch my inaugural flight. I dashed ahead of an elderly couple moving slowly towards the front of the queue.

			I win! Gonna be first to board the plane!

			The old man tapped my shoulder, “Excuse me,” his cracking voice said, “we were here before you.”

			“Uh-uh. No way! I ran all the way from the lounge and beat you both to the head of the line.”

			Before the old fart could reply, a woman in a navy-blue flight attendant’s uniform asked, “Boarding pass?”

			“Here. First class!”

			She tore it, and I jogged down the jetway and boarded the airplane.

			A striking man in similar uniform, perhaps a few years older, greeted me. “Good day sir, may I see your boarding pass?”

			Odd. They already asked. But who am I to argue in the presence of this handsome thing?

			I soaked in all his features: dark haired, broad shouldered, and chiselled. A moment passed, but it could’ve been an eternity.

			I snapped out of my trance when he broke out his charismatic smile. “Sir?”

			“Huh?”

			“Can I see your boarding pass?” he said.

			“Huh? Oh, yeah, that.” I held it out for him and dropped it.

			Butterfingers.

			“Let me get that for you.” He bent over as my eyes traced his graceful movement. An image of Schnookums looking at me disapprovingly broke my daydream.

			He checked the ticket. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Johnstone. You are in seat 4F by the window on the far left.”

			“Please, call me Larry,” I said.

			“Very well, Larry.” He gave me a subtle wink. “I’m David. I’ll be serving drinks shortly. What will you have?”

			“Vodka orange,” I replied.

			“Excellent. Make yourself comfortable.”

			I should’ve been a flight attendant. Must be a cinchy job, and I’d be dashing in David’s uniform.

			Being in the last row of first class gave me an excellent vantage point to observe my fellow travelers boarding the aircraft. When the first-class cabin filled, the “lower-class” passengers filed in.

			Peasants. I stretched my legs out over the empty seat next to mine and stared at the voyagers hauling their bags.

			David served me a pre-flight drink.

			“Why did you become a flight attendant?” I asked. “With your looks, you could’ve easily landed a Hollywood gig.”

			He smiled shyly. “I tried auditioning for Broadway. After a couple of years of not landing anything and waiting on too many tables, I figured this would make a better career. I’ve travelled all over the globe and love serving fine people like yourself!”

			He didn’t give me a chance to reply and went on to serve other first-classers. I sipped my drink while the few remaining passengers trickled on.

			A large, bald, Black man with a goatee boarded. He must be six-foot-six, and I’m guessing…what…275-pounds? Anyway, his muscular frame hulked over David as he presented his ticket. David pointed in my direction, and the man nodded. His bulging biceps rippled lifting his baggage.

			No. Don’t sit here, these are my seats.

			He placed his suitcase in the overhead compartment. “Excuse me,” he said in a booming voice and plopped himself in the seat next to mine. He barely fit, pushing up against my left side, forcing me to scrunch into my window.

			David came back with a soda for him.

			The man grabbed his beverage with his right hand and caught me staring at David. He chuckled. I wanted to give him the stink eye, but his intense glare and size intimidated me. He put his drink down and reached his hand across my seat. “Vaughn Brown.”

			I shook it. “Hi, I’m Larry Johnstone. Nice to meet you, Vaughn.” His warm handshake and friendly tone put me at ease.

			The aircraft door closed, and pinging sounds filled the cabin.

			“Looks like we’ll be getting ready to leave soon.” Vaughn downed his drink in one gulp.

			

			I did the same.

			“Sorry for taking up so much space, can’t be helped,” he said with a smile. “This is why I go first class. Seats in economy are half the size.”

			“I go for the service,” I replied, staring at David.

			Vaughn nodded in acknowledgement. Reaching into his carry-on, he pulled out a small teddy bear—about six inches tall, wearing a number thirty-two basketball shirt. He also pulled out a pill bottle and popped one. Shaking it to alert my attention, he said, “Doc gave me these, ’cause I’m a nervous traveller. Might need a few of these babies to get me to Vancouver—don’t want me having a panic attack.”

			No, I don’t. You’d squash me.

			He continued. “These do me wonders.” Vaughn placed them in the seat pocket in front of him. Shaking his bear, he said, “You know who this is?”

			I shook my head.

			“He’s Magic, my travel buddy. He helps me relax. Growing up, I watched all the basketball games I could on TV and had team posters all over my room. Mama bought him for me when I turned fifteen. She thought it kinda funny. I treasured it. He goes wherever I go.”

			Tempted to make fun of this huge man who played with teddy bears, I bit my tongue. “Do you play basketball?”

			David brought me another vodka orange.

			Didn’t even have to ask! He knew I wanted one.

			Vaughn laughed, “Nah, not my thing. I’m a professional football player.” He showed me a tattoo of his team’s logo on the inside of his left forearm.

			“Wait a second. You’re the Vaughn Brown?” 

			“One and the same.”

			I rarely took interest in other people, but I was sitting next to a star in Canadian football! “How come a talent such as yourself is playing in Canada, and not in the States?”

			Vaughn looked glum.

			“A bit of a story. I got a scholarship at a small university in Iowa. Not much to do there except study, play football, and watch the corn grow. 

			“I’d hopes of going pro in my senior year. Scouts scouted me, and they all said I looked promising, but I broke my leg badly. They didn’t think I’d fully recover, so no team picked me in the draft.

			“I kept faith, though, and Dallas signed me as a free agent. But before I could pack my bags, they cut me. Didn’t even hit training camp. Ended up landing a contract in Vancouver. I’ve done well here, and I’m sure my success in Canada will pave my way back to the States one day.”

			Man, this guy can talk. I haven’t had a chance to say anything about me, yet!

			“It’s gonna be hard to leave Canada, though. I’ve grown to love British Columbia. I met and married my gorgeous wife, Jacquie, there.” He showed me a dragon tattoo on his right shoulder with his wife’s name under it, surrounded by hearts.

			With my horrible dating history, I knew implying your partner was a dragon was a virtual death sentence.

			“Ba-ha-ha, it looks like you named the dragon tattoo, Jacquie,” I said.

			He laughed. “Get that all the time. I had this dragon when I lived in Iowa, before meeting my wife. I didn’t want to give it up, nor have another tattoo on my other shoulder.” He snickered. “Jacquie can be a dragon when enraged, but she’s also the sweetest woman I’ve ever met.”

			While Vaughn blathered on about his college football career, I daydreamed about dragons, which transitioned to reflections of my childhood.

			“I, too, am an athlete,” I interrupted. He gave me a curious look. “I was in the top five for the 50-yard dash in the Ontario provincial games.” When I was eleven, and there were ten kids competing, all from my school. And I won a participation pin.

			“Really? Did you try for the Olympics?” he asked.

			“Nah, I had a more pressing mission. I spent my teenage years searching for a girl to be my wife and have my kids. I finally found her. I’m going to Vancouver to get married.”

			“Good for you! And congratulations!” 

			The aircraft moved backwards. I reached for my new book while Vaughn popped a pill.

			“Into Greek mythology?” he asked.

			“Love it,” I responded, surprised. Not many people shared my interest. “I’ve been reading this stuff since I was a kid. You into it?”

			“Not really.” My expression must have shown a bit of disappointment, because he added, “but I studied how to read Ancient Greek in Iowa. I did an undergraduate degree in—” and a woman’s voice broke over the intercom interrupting him. She welcomed us to the flight and gave some basic safety instructions. David came by to pick up our cups, and he smiled at me again. 

			The airplane taxied to the runway and paused. The engines kicked in a heavy blast, and we rocketed forward. I never experienced such speed and noise, and I clutched nervously to the armrests for dear life while my co-traveller clung to his bear. The nose lifted, and we were airborne, land escaping beneath me as we burst through a cloud.

			The announcer mentioned the flight would take about five hours.

			It won’t be long, Schnookums.
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			Several minutes after takeoff, the captain extinguished the Fasten Seat Belts sign. Vaughn appeared relaxed, no longer strangling his teddy bear. We had a few hours to kill, so I figured I’d return the favour and tell him about my life. No doubt my hundreds of lessons about women would help improve his marriage.

			David came by and gave me yet another drink.

			“You must be so happy to be married,” I said to Vaughn.

			Vaughn slurred, likely from his medication. “Yeah, she’s the best.”

			“Yeah, so is my Heather. I love her to pieces. As I was saying, I wanted to be married, have kids, the dog, the cat, and the house with the white picket fence ever since I was a teen. I received a calling to be a director of a choir camp, and became a professional chorister…”

			I went on to talk about all the girls I had dated, and how they all had dumped me within a couple of weeks. I painted a picture of how these women had victimized me for one reason or another. After all, I wanted to be the perfect boyfriend, wishing only to be married.

			Vaughn soaked in my words. He even closed his eyes to reflect on everything I said. He had a slightly pensive expression on his face, with his mouth slightly open. Is that drool?

			After talking for two hours, an annoying pinging interrupted me, and the Fasten Seat Belts sign illuminated. The plane shook violently, so much so I feared the fuselage would break apart.

			Vaughn’s eyes popped open. “This is why I hate flying so much.” Hand trembling, he reached to the pouch in the seat ahead and popped another pill. Poor Magic underwent “the squeeze” again.

			The turbulence didn’t last long, and the moment the passengers were permitted, Vaughn undid his seatbelt and dashed to the washroom.

			I trembled terribly after the plane bounced and jolted around, and I needed another drink. I waved my empty glass in David’s general direction, who returned with a fresh vodka orange.

			Curious, I grabbed the pill bottle in Vaughn’s seat and read the label.

			Bah, never heard of this stuff, but if it can calm Vaughn, maybe it’ll calm me.

			I opened the bottle and swallowed four capsules with the help of my beverage.

			Instead of relaxing, I grew anxious and trembled. A scary thought entered my mind. Did I board the correct plane? My brain fogged. I yelled. “We’re not going to” — What did Vaughn say? Iowa? A place with corn? No, he said — “Dallas! I want to see my Honey-Bunny in Vancouver, not some cowboys!”

			I stood and screamed like a little girl. David rushed over and placed his hands on my shoulders. It made me feel warm and fuzzy, but I couldn’t shake the notion we weren’t going to Vancouver. He guided me to a vacant bathroom and left me alone to splash cold water on my face. It didn’t calm my jitters.

			What would Heather say if I don’t show up? Would she dump me? I can’t risk losing “the one.”

			

			Still convinced we were on route to Texas, I rushed to the cockpit and banged the door several times. “As a first-class customer, I demand you turn the plane westbound. Now!”

			After a couple of attempts with no response, my throat grew dry, and I was overwhelmed by a debilitating fatigue. I pirouetted towards my fellow travellers, but my vision blurred, and I couldn’t make out any of their faces. My eyes grew heavy. Needing some sleep—and without thinking—I instinctively removed my jeans and shirt to prepare myself for bed.

			A handsome flight attendant entered the back from economy. Even in my hazy state, I could make out his uniform, dark hair, and athletic frame. David? 

			I took two steps forward to greet him, but my legs could no longer contain the weight of my body. I turned and did a face plant in the two vacant seats in the front of the cabin and fell asleep to the sound of applause. 

			A shake woke me out of my deep slumber.

			David, is that you?

			“Larry,” David’s soothing voice said, “you need to wake up, please.”

			“Not now darling, maybe later.” I grabbed the blanket and leaned against the bulkhead. Wait…this isn’t my seat. Where’s Vaughn? And I’m clothed…and sitting upright. I opened my eyes and faced David. Did you dress me? And got me the blanket? So thoughtful of you!

			“Larry, can you hear me? We’re approaching Vancouver airport. I need you to fasten your seat belt. Do you need my help?”

			It took a few moments to regain my senses. Glad the pilots changed course.

			“Another vodka orange?” I asked.

			“No, Larry. I don’t mean help with that. I meant your seat belt. We’re landing.”

			Not that I needed his assistance, but I nodded to David who reached around my waist and buckled me snug as a bug in a rug. He returned to his duties while the plane descended to make its final approach.

			Welcome to Schnookums-ville!
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			Forgetting to tell Heather about my change of flights, I had four hours to kill at the airport.

			Maybe I could score more cash?

			After looking pathetic for an hour, no one gave me a penny. Bored, I figured it might be a good idea to call home to tell my folks I had left Ottawa. I found a phone booth.

			“Operator speaking.”

			“I would like to make a collect call.”

			“To whom.”

			

			“Johnny Johnstone.”

			“From whom.”

			“Larry Johnstone.”

			“One moment please.” I heard a phone ringing.

			A harsh-sounding woman answered, “Yes?”

			“Collect call from Larry Johnstone to Johnny Johnstone. Do you accept the charges?”

			“What?” A crash flooded my ear.

			She hung up!

			I phoned again, and the woman didn’t give the operator a chance to speak.

			The third time, I screamed over the operator. “Mama, accept the frigging call!”

			She did.

			 “Don’t you realize it’s past bedtime?” she said. “And why now? You haven’t called your mama in weeks, and we practically live in the same city! This better be important. Speak fast. I don’t want to waste money talking to you on the phone when you can come over for a visit.”

			“I’m in Vancouver. Heather insisted I come. Something happened last—”

			“WHAT? Larry, how many times have I told you to keep your pecker in your trousers. I made it very clear. NO FORNICATING before the wedding. Now you’re taking your hard-earned cash to seek carnal delight before you officially wifed your trollop? You know I think she’s perfect for you, but this is inexcusable.”

			“Mama, we’re not getting married because—”

			“You’re going to live together in sin? Even worse! Wait until your father finds out… Johnny,” she yelled in the background, “your son has gone to Vancouver and is shacking up with that hussy, Heather. Marriage’s off. I thought you raised him to be decent—not this whoring hooligan…” She shrieked into the phone, “Don’t you come home until you’re ready to repent, and I don’t expect to hear from you again until you do.”

			Mama hung up.

			She didn’t even give me a chance to talk about last night, and how Rat Rick betrayed me. It was his fault my wedding plans got cancelled.

			A man in his forties walked by, took out his wallet, and gave me ten dollars. “You poor man. Maybe you can buy yourself something to eat.”

			Good idea. I had slept when the meal was served on the airplane. Just as well. They had served meatloaf.
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			A tall, pregnant blonde entered the terminal wearing a red dress. Glaring sternly, she altered her course towards me. She moved with incredible alacrity for someone in her condition.

			She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and kissed me. I felt her tongue navigate its way into my mouth, and I savoured the moment. The passionate kiss lasted an eternity.

			Heather grabbed my hand and ordered, “Come.”

			Without saying another word, she led me down an empty hallway in the terminal and found a door to a supply room. She opened it and she guided me in. Within a minute, I executed her command.
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			Despite the small hiccup with Rancid Rick, I couldn’t have imagined a better way to close off my weekend:

			My best friend organized a kick-ass stag; I taught a bunch of young lads how to score with women; I experienced getting tanked for the first time (and promised it’ll never happen again); I ventured out of Ottawa and fulfilled a dream of flying; I made a ton of cash; I saw what could’ve been the dishiest man ever, after myself; and I befriended a professional athlete, who happened to be one of the biggest names in Canadian football. But most importantly, I was about to embark on a new life chapter with my Schnookums.

			The black of evening made the cab ride to Heather’s place uneventful. The majestic beauty of the Rockies, or any landmark, were invisible along the way. I didn’t have any sense of direction, save for the bright lights of the city as we drove toward it.

			Schnookums told me she lived in the Kitsilano area, near the waterfront. The taxi rolled into the driveway of an older red-brick building—my new home—and she paid the fare.

			Though hard to make out, most of the buildings in the area seemed to be no taller than a couple of stories. Heather’s apartment happened to be on the top floor. She unlocked the door, and I stood stunned in the entranceway. The living room has a giant screen TV?

			“Is that colour?” I asked.

			“Of course,” replied Heather. She walked to the far end of the room and slid a glass door open. “Have a look.”

			The fully covered balcony contained a lavish table, Bar-B-Q, and a small fridge. “Va-va-voom,” I said, leaning against the rail.

			“There’s an amazing view here on a clear morning. Would you like a drink?”

			“Thanks! I’m dying of thirst.”

			Heather pointed to the fridge. “Help yourself to a cider. Oh, get me a lemonade while you’re at it.”

			I opened two bottles and downed most of mine in one swig. It tasted a bit like fizzy fruit juice.

			

			“Careful,” said Heather, “that’s a strong drink.”

			“Bah!” I helped myself to a second one while Heather returned indoors.

			I followed Schnookums, walking on the dark oak floors past the living room and into the hallway. We stopped off in the bathroom. It reeked of affluence, with two sinks and porcelain bath—but the beautiful walk-in rainfall shower stole my breath. My mind drifted thinking of the wild erotic adventures we’d experience each morning.

			“That’s nothing,” said Heather, watching me stand in awe. “Check this out.” She led me to the most ornate kitchen I had ever seen. I placed my bottle on a granite-topped island, and with a dramatic swish of her hands, Heather gestured gracefully to the gas stove embedded in the countertop. “You’ll make good use of it.”

			“Yes, I will.” After I figure it out.

			“I’m so glad you are here,” she said, rubbing her belly. “We do need you. What do you think of our home?”

			Beautiful balcony. Giant screen TV. Erotic showers. “Yes. Yes. I think this place will be satisfactory.”

			Heather smirked. “Good! Come.”

			Funsies? Again?

			She smiled and opened the door to the master bedroom. It was huge, and the design endeared my romantic heart. The blue wall combined with the white king-sized bed created an illusion of a giant cloud, floating in the sky. I could just daydream my days away here while Heather does her work at the office, then cuddle her all night.

			I made a move into our room, but Heather denied me access. “Not so fast, Honey-Bear. We’re not married, yet…this way.”

			A little confused, I followed her down the hall. She opened a door to a smaller guest room, with a cot and dresser.

			“This is yours,” she said. “Remember…your mother doesn’t want us to fool around before our marriage, so no entry in our room. Have to keep up appearances!” She winked and blew me a kiss.

			I laughed and blew her a kiss back. “Good night, my Schnookums.”

			She returned to her room without saying a word.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Hello City

			April 1989

			I slept au naturel last night, glad to discard my two-day worn clothes on the floor and feel my nakedness against fresh sheets. I awoke refreshed and looked forward to the beautiful view Heather had mentioned, but the sky’s darkness and rain hid it when I peered out my window. I expected the city of Vancouver would’ve ordered sunshine on my first day, not this dismal weather.

			Heather’s melancholy decor for this room was also depressing. The dark grey walls reflected the gloomy skies outside, and the black and white photos hanging in their plastic frames didn’t brighten things up. Most of them were of a buff blond man, posed in different positions. The most intriguing one was an aerial view of him, naked, sitting on the floor with both hands entwined behind his neck, and his head placed on his lifted knees. From a distance, the gaps between his head and elbows resembled a skull with an elongated chin.

			If this is gonna be my baby’s room, it will need some Noah’s Ark decals, and cute pairs of furry animals all over the place. I would’ve loved that as a child. Instead, I had clowns painted over my walls. Mama adored them, but for me, clowns didn’t belong in comedy, they belonged in horror.

			I recalled many a night screaming out in fear, so Mama took me to a circus to show how funny they could be. She was right. Clowns could be hysterical, but inanimate pictures gave them a different character—very creepy. There has to be something cheery about this room.

			I walked back to the window to look outside again. People scurried around the street below with umbrellas during the morning rush hour. Heather’s right. Even without sunshine, there was a majestic charm to the waterfront view. Maybe I will be able to see the mountains from here when the skies clear. The rain still pattered against the building, and it blended with a sizzling sound from the kitchen.

			The smell of bacon made me salivate. 

			Breakfast!

			I spun around with intention to check out what’s cooking and jumped out of my skin. Heather’s sneering face greeted me from the doorway.

			“Why are you naked?” she said sternly. She stood akimbo, wearing a red and white business suit. I forgot it was a Monday, and she had to work. Instinctively, I put my hands over my crotch. 

			“Do you have any sausages?”

			“There might be some in the freezer.” Heather laughed. “You know, this is the first time I’ve ever seen you fully naked. You really need to gain some weight.” She looked me up and down. “You didn’t pack a change of clothes? Wait a sec…I do have some spare clothes for you.”

			She left the room and came back with a pair of jeans, socks, underwear, and a royal blue t-shirt. “Try these on. When you’re ready, come to the kitchen.”

			The clothes floated on me, and I dreaded tripping over the much-too-long pant legs. A giant Swedish flag adorned the front of the shirt. I had no choice but to wear them, given the reeking state of my own.

			Schnookums could’ve done a better job estimating my size when she bought these for me. And Sweden? Must be a Vancouver thing.

			I entered the kitchen, holding my pants up. Schnookums sat at the table, head shaking and hand tapping to the loud music pounding from a boombox on the counter behind her. She was humming along with the singer, whose voice blasted low, growly tones over the ludicrously fast, distorted, and heavy beat. Heather stopped her movements on spotting me in the doorway, coughed, and frowned.

			“Horrible, uh, I mean they are a little big for you,” she commented on my outfit. She had to project her voice over the aggressive guitars emanating from the stereo. I took a seat opposite her. 

			“What’s that noise?” I yelled, covering my ears.

			“Nothing like some Napalm Death to kickstart my week,” Heather hollered back, somehow sweetening her tone. She reached over and lowered the volume of the music. “My friend made me that cassette. I love it. I listen to it every morning. These songs are my new favourites.”

			“Can you turn it off? It’s hurting my brain.”

			“It’s almost over.” True to her word, “Electric Youth” by Debbie Gibson began
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