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Chapter One

 


 


“Damn, I wish I had done more with my life,”
Nathan Leer said to no one in particular. He sat alone on sat on
the main floor balcony of his one bedroom condo reflecting on his
life. It was April Fool’s Day.

And he felt like a fool.

He was unhappy with the direction of his
life.

But actually he hadn’t done all that badly
considering his circumstances. Born to a poor, dysfunctional family
in a tough lower class neighborhood of Brantford, Ontario, he
vividly remembered his father beating on his mother repeatedly.

He was six years old.

He felt defenseless. He wasn’t, though. He
remembered, during one such beating, he attacked his father,
leaping on his back and pummeling him in the back of the head.

But all it took was a swift jerking motion,
a left hook, and his father sent him flying across the room,
crashing into the wall and crumpling to the floor.

Little wonder he left home when he was
fifteen.

After experimenting with a myriad of drugs
and violent involvement with street gangs, he quit school, packed
his bags and headed to Vancouver, British Columbia, on the west
coast of Canada. He wanted to see firsthand all the pristine beauty
of nature he had read about.

Although he tried numerous jobs, he was too
much of an independent thinker and could not fit into a nine to
five routine. And, since he thought most of his bosses were not
that bright, he had a problem with authority.

And his years growing up on the tough
streets of Brantford had taught him never to take shit from
anyone.

He had an edge.

A bit of a recluse, he didn’t feel the need
to seed his individual identity in with any group identity to
accomplish a sense of self. Nathan had a sense of self, however
fucked up it might be.

His thinking then, and now for that matter,
was that if people didn’t like the way he was then fuck them. Shit
attitude, he knew, but it had served him well in the world.

He was a survivor.

If he had to psychoanalyze himself, and he
often did, he would say the rejection he was dealt by his father
(who always told him he wouldn’t amount to shit) was being handed
out to the rest of the world.

So for Nathan meeting people wasn’t always
that easy. If he felt someone invading his space, his reaction was
not always positive. If he felt someone staring at him, unless
perhaps it was a beautiful woman, his immediate reaction was not
always to smile at them. He would frown, sometimes even glare,
depending on his mood.

In spite of his tumultuous upbringing, he
was happy with his own company, his own thoughts.

But he had tried to change, to be more
positive, more people oriented.

After graduating from Simon Fraser
University with a Bachelor of Arts degree, literature emphasis,
Nathan started his own magazine distribution company.

A job that meant he had to talk to people.
Which, he didn’t much like but he managed well enough.

But it was a lonely existence. Driving his
van, stopping at various venues. Mindless chit chat. Sign here. I’m
getting the fuck outta’ here. Sometimes he couldn’t wait to finish
the day so he could be by himself.

Oftentimes he’d sit in front of the
television for hours. Other times he’d call a friend for a game of
tennis or a beer. Although a loner, Nathan did have a few close
friends. They loved him for his loyalty, off-the-wall sense of
humor, and irreverent attitude about life.

Nathan didn’t want too many friends. He had
trust issues. Friends betrayed your trust.

He stirred from his contemplation. Or am
I wallowing in self-pity? He reached for his pack of Colts
Mild, slid one out and lit it, inhaling deeply.

Tastes like shit. He gazed out at the
moon in the distance. The stars. Exhaled. How nice it
would be to escape the world of materialism. A grey blanket
of clouds rolled over the half moon, obscuring the light. A lone
white ray shone through a tiny pinhole in the bubble of clouds.
Then, like a candle snuffed out, it was gone. The clouds passed and
the moon brightened the night sky.

Make a plan. Organize yourself and get
yourself out of this shit.

Along with his magazine distribution
business, he was also a partner in Sal’s, a failing coffee shop in
the city center. He had foolishly borrowed against his properties,
a riverfront acreage in BC and his apartment condo, and maxed his
credit cards to buy a fifty per cent ownership in the fledgling
coffee shop.

He did this to bail a friend, Frank Hancock,
out of a financial crisis. Combined with Nathan’s poor management
and the ailing BC economy, Sal’s was taking a nose-dive. Nathan
couldn’t afford to take a dime out of it now, although the first
year of operations it had performed admirably. And, in addition to
subsidizing business debts with his other business income, he was
also foolishly using credit card advances to pay the coffee shop
debt.

As well, his interest in his relationship
with his girlfriend Lena was beginning to wane. He loved her but
thought they were very far apart intellectually.


Chapter Two

 


The phone rang, jarring him out of his
thoughts. “Fuck off,” he proclaimed loudly. It rang again.
Should I screen the call? Fuck it, I’ll take it. He walked
into his apartment, picking up the ringing receiver.

“Hello,” he said, trying his best to muster
a positive voice.

“Nathan,” Frank said. “Are you sitting
down?”

He slumped into the couch. “I am now. What’s
up?”

“Sal’s was broken into tonight. Someone
crashed through our display window, made off with about $5,000
worth of cigarette inventory and about $4,000 worth of other
shit.”

“Fuck,” said Nathan. “Are you there
now?”

“Yeah. I’ve managed to get the window sealed
off for now with plywood. The cops are coming in tomorrow to take a
report. You should come in early tomorrow to do a clean up. Call in
an extra staff member if you have to.”

Due to a rash of store break-ins in
Vancouver, insurance companies had decided to discontinue covering
tobacco inventory. The tobacco black market was booming.
Increasingly, heroin junkies in need of a fix had turned to
stealing and selling black market tobacco.

The city was getting worse.

Nathan looked at his watch: 2:56 am. He
realized he had been sitting on his balcony and feeling sorry for
himself since about four that afternoon.

“I’ll be in at six,” he said. “I’ll call
Sarah to help me clean up. Do we have insurance on the rest of the
stuff and the window?”

“I think so. Listen, I’ll be around tomorrow
afternoon. We need to talk.”

“Okay, see you tomorrow.” That’s the
third time the shop had been broken into. Nathan walked to the
fridge. Cracked a can of Kokanee beer. Took a long pull. Went to
bed.



Chapter Three

 


 


Generally an insomniac, he drifted off in a
matter of minutes. His dream was peaceful. He flew high above the
Earth in a little white spaceship. He could see himself toiling at
the sinking coffee shop, trying in vain to make it stay afloat and
thrive. He saw a microcosm of his life, his relationships, friends,
family. Everything flashed before him.

But he felt very far removed from it. He
realized he was holding hands with a very strange-looking creature.
Round face, white skin, big, beautiful green eyes. The eyes looked
at him. Filled him with a sense of peacefulness, satisfaction.

The hand felt warm. The touch filled him
with a euphoric sensation, like the prologue to a long and
enjoyable orgasm.

He started to realize how trivial and
insignificant his life was. How self-centered he was in his pursuit
of material gain. How this all-encompassing love seemed so
important. The face of the alien was not beautiful or ugly.
Average. Big head. Smooth, thin, expressionless lips. But so full
of love.

Ineffable.

But then the lips did form an expression.
And it was one of overwhelming sadness and loss.

“Meeooow, meeooow, meeoow.” Matty, Nathan’s
playful grey and white striped cat, was perched on top of his head,
demanding her morning meal. He awoke with a grunt, gently sliding
Meowing Matty off his head. He gave her an affectionate scratch and
fed her. He loved that cat. Drearily, he staggered from the bed,
the image of the alien still fresh in his mind.

Showered, dressed in jeans and a black golf
shirt, he hopped into his black van and became one with the
gridlock of traffic that flowed into downtown Vancouver.

He could not get those large omniscient eyes
out of his mind.

Sal’s was a disaster. Be cool. Relax.
Deep breaths.

The thieves had smashed a large double paned
window, entered, and on their way to the cash register and
cigarette inventory had collided with a display of expensive olive
oils, balsamic vinegars, pickled onions, beets, antipasto. The
floor was covered with broken glass and an oily red pond.

Sarah was busy serving customers, lining up
for their morning coffee and muffin. Nathan nodded hello and got
busy sweeping and mopping the oily mixture. He wanted to get it
cleaned up quickly so no one would slip on it and sue his ass
off.

His mind drifted back to the dream. Those
eyes. So much love. And so much sadness. What does it
mean? Nathan dreamt a lot, many of them containing violence and
death. But, it seemed, he never remembered the dreams as clearly as
this one. He still couldn’t shake the feeling of euphoria that had
accompanied her touch. It penetrated every inch of his body. And
then the parting feeling. So sad. Seemed as if the creature wanted
something from him, some sort of connection.

“Watch out,” Nathan said, as a large fat
man, two liter Coke in hand, slipped on the oily mixture and
careened helplessly into the rod iron display. On his way down he
kicked the display and knocked an interesting mix of balsamic
vinegar, olive oil and pickles on top of him. He sat in the mess,
staring at Nathan helplessly. He still had his two liter Coke
intact in his hands. He had managed to save it.

Nathan rushed over to the man and tried to
help him to his feet. He felt sorry for the guy.

“Are you okay?”

“Uhh, yeah.” Examining himself. “Bit of a
mess.”

“Would you like a hand to the bathroom to
get cleaned up?”

The man looked embarrassed. He wanted to
leave. He braced himself on the rod iron pole that supported the
display stand.

With a jerking motion, hoisted himself up.
There was a round of applause from customers who had gathered to
see what all the fuss was about. The man, rather surprisingly,
bowed as gracefully as he could. More whistles and cheers.

Sarah was laughing hysterically. Nathan was
trying hard to contain an outburst of laughter. “I’m really very
sorry we caused you all this trouble.” But as he began to say more,
the man set down his Coke and left the store. Nathan watched him
leave, trailed by wet, sticky red footprints, relieved there wasn’t
any more of a scene.


Chapter Four

 


 


An hour later, Nathan had finished cleaning
Sal’s, filing a police report and an insurance claim. He sat with
Frank in Rosie’s café on Robson Street sipping a pint of Okanagan
Pale Ale. The beer tasted good.

What Frank was saying even sounded good. A
small, stalky man resembling a pit bull, Frank was discussing the
possibility of selling Sal’s. He owned two successful coffee shops
and the one he owned with Nathan was the proverbial monkey on his
back.

He wanted it to disappear.

Nathan was over-leveraged going in, although
he had managed a successful sub-lease of the business just
recently, which had bought them a little more time. But he wasn’t
spending enough time growing the business.

And it was beginning to show. The money out
always seemed to be higher than the money in. As well, a few
battles of late with Frank, who had a nasty temper and could be
quite explosive, had curtailed his interest level.

Nathan was content to go to hell in a hand
basket. At least he was enjoying the ride.

Or am I?

He smiled a bit at that notion as Frank
continued. “We both know sales are not what they used to be. You’re
not spending enough time there. Much of the Asian contingent that
made up a large part of our market has left the country. People are
not spending as much. BC is heading into a recession. The writing
is on the wall, buddy,” looking Nathan square in the eyes. “We have
to sell.”

“Let’s do it. Do you want me to take a crack
at it or would you like to list with a realtor?”

Frank considered this. He knew this
particular partnership hadn’t worked out that well. But Nathan had
injected some much needed cash into his business at a time when he
was four months behind in lease payments.

In fact, Nathan had bailed him out just as
the bailiff was about to lock him out of one of his other
successful coffee shops. Frank also knew Nathan to be very
articulate and a shrewd negotiator.

“Go for it, Nathan. You can probably sell
it. Advertise in the Chinese Times and the Vancouver Sun. Try it
for a month. If you can’t get anything serious, we’ll list it.”

Nathan jotted down a few notes and picked up
his cell. He made two quick calls, placed two classified ads.
“Done,” he said.

Frank smiled. One thing he liked about
Nathan. When he put his mind to something, he did it.

They ordered another drink and discussed
other things. “How’s Lena?” Frank asked.

“Uhh, haven’t talked to her in a couple of
days. Should call her.” Nathan had been so caught up in his
business woes he hadn’t given his relationship much thought. He
picked up the cell phone. Frank seemed only moderately interested
in the conversation. What had caught his attention was an
attractive brunette standing at the bar, between sips of her drink,
glancing at him. She had deep green eyes, an olive-toned complexion
and a sexy smile. And, she had nice curves.

“Hello, honey,” Nathan said after Lena
answered. “How are you?”

“Groovy, baby, just groovy.” It was the way
Lena talked.

“Sorry I haven’t called lately. Been a
little preoccupied. What are you up to?”

“Watching Beverly Hills 90210, and then
Melrose Place.”

Nathan hated those two shows. One
dimensional characters. All gorgeous. Little, if any depth to the
characters or dialogue. However, he had watched them many nights
just to please Lena.

“And you? Where are you?”

“I’m with Frank at Rosie’s. Just finished a
beer and a meeting. Can I see you tonight?”

“Sorry, honey. My mom is coming by later and
we’re going shopping. You can take me out to Milestones on the
weekend if you like.” It seemed to Nathan all they did was go to
Milestones on the weekend. Lena was a sweet woman. Just
intellectually, she couldn’t keep up with Nathan. And she was a
little immature. But she had a quirky sense of humor and could make
him laugh.

About five feet four inches tall, she had
short blonde hair, blue eyes, a smattering of freckles and cute
little dimples. Although she was thirty-two, she could easily pass
for twenty-two. He had been with her for over two years.

“Sure, sweetie, I’ll call you,” Nathan
said.

“I love you,” Lena said.

“Love you too. Bye.” Nathan clicked the cell
phone off and put it down. Then he began to think of Lena’s ample
breasts and he felt a stirring in his loins.

Frank, meanwhile, was at the bar chatting up
the brunette. He had already bought her a drink. Bit of a ladies’
man, he was. Nathan eyed the woman’s legs. Shapely. Wonder what
her breasts are like?

Nathan stood up, waved at Frank and
left.


Chapter Five

 


 


Outside it was getting dark. Thunder boomed
and it started raining. He ran the three blocks to Sal’s. Was
drenched by the time he arrived. When he entered he saw Sarah (some
customers preferred to call her Scara) and her punk rock friend,
both leaning on the counter, blocking passage for customers.

Nathan didn’t say anything. That was one of
his other problems. Sometimes he was too easy going.

They both had their noses pierced. Scara’s
friend cast Nathan a dirty look.

He ignored it. “How are things going?”

“Been slow. All the customers seem really
weird tonight. I’m tired. Since I got here so early, can I go home
early?”

“Go ahead,” Nathan said. “I’ll finish the
shift and lock up. Thanks for coming in.” As Scara left, Nathan
wondered about his ability to pick good staff.

Business was slow. Time dragged. The rain
had cleared the streets and the few customers that did come in were
old faithful.

They were getting fewer by the day.

Just as Nathan began to think it would be an
uneventful night, Jisumi walked in. The one person he did not want
to see. Nathan had dated her and slept with her once a few years
back.

Now, the diminutive Asian woman had taken up
the part-time hobby of stalking him. It was unnerving, particularly
tonight. Jisumi would make a guest appearance at the coffee shop at
least once a month. She also frequently phoned Nathan and
occasionally would turn up at his apartment. She smiled,
approaching the cash register with her coffee.

She had very bad body odor.

Nathan cringed, but tried to appear calm.
“Hi Jisumi. Nice to see you.” He fidgeted with some elastic bands
as he rang in her coffee. She didn’t say anything. She took her
change, carried her coffee to a bar stool by the window and sat
down.

“I miss you so much, why you no call
me?”

“Jisumi, we’ve been through all this. We’re
just friends remember. It’s been over a year. You know I have a
girlfriend.”

Jisumi winced. She slowly regained her
composure and continued to stare at Nathan.

Nathan fidgeted with the elastic bands. The
night dragged.

Jisumi stared.

Finally, five minutes to ten, closing time.
Time to get rid of her.

“Listen Jisumi, I’m closing the shop. I’m
sorry but you’ll have to leave now.”

“I wait. We go together.”

Unable to think of a response, he went about
his closing duties, washing coffee containers, cashing out.

She began walking the aisles. She stopped
behind a potato chip display. Nathan saw her staring at him from
behind the display. He was really freaked out now. He felt scared.
He approached her.

“Look you’ve got to get out of here. Please
I’m closing, can you go?” Jisumi burst into tears. She ran into the
washroom. Nathan thought about calling security to haul her out of
the store. He didn’t.

He finished cashing out, cleaning. He walked
to the bathroom to see if he could coax her out. He knocked at the
door. Whimpering sounds could be heard.

“Jisumi, are you okay?” Nothing. He waited a
few minutes. He tried the door. It was open. He opened it, peered
in. She lay on the floor behind the toilet in a fetal position.
Tears streamed down her face. She sobbed. Nathan felt bad.

He walked to the front counter. Called
building security. Rent-a-cops were not supposed to physically
handle problem patrons. They could be charged with assault. But
Chris was different. Nathan had befriended him, offering him free
coffee and donuts. Chris was a wannabe cop. A tough guy. He told
Nathan if he ever needed anyone physically removed to call him. He
had Chris on the line. “Chris, I’ve got a situation here. I have a
woman curled up in the fetal position behind the toilet in the
woman’s washroom. Could you please remove her?”

“Is it Jisumi?” Chris had been briefed on
the stalker.

“Yeah.”

“Be right there,” Chris said without
hesitation.

Moments later, Jisumi, kicking, screaming,
and crying, was carried out of the store by two security guards.
They set her down on the sidewalk and after a few minutes, she
stood up and walked away. Nathan gave them free soft drinks and
donuts, thanked them profusely, finished cashing out, and before
locking the shop peered outside for a few seconds to see if Jisumi
had returned.

The coast was clear so he locked the door
and left, walking hastily to his van parked in a nearby commercial
zone. He kept looking over his shoulder to see if Jisumi was
following him.

She was nowhere in sight.

He unlocked the passenger door first, loaded
in some miscellaneous grocery items. He was low on cash so he had
resorted to taking food instead of wages from the shop when he
needed groceries.

He hopped in and started the engine. As he
pulled away, Jisumi appeared. He gunned it. There was too much
traffic. She gained on the van, reaching for the passenger door,
trying to open it.

Shit. I forgot to lock it. Just as
Jisumi pulled on the door handle, Nathan reached over with his
fist, slamming the door lock down.

Just in time.

He was now on Robson Street and Jisumi ran
beside the van, gripping the door handle. “We go together,” she
said. They were attracting a lot of attention. Nathan waited for a
break in traffic. He got it and accelerated. Jisumi let go of the
door handle. He weaved through some cars. He could see her in the
rearview mirror, running down the middle of Robson Street, flailing
her arms, yelling, oblivious to the traffic. He turned a corner and
she was out of sight.

His hands shook at the wheel.

In his apartment, he closed all the blinds,
disconnected the phone, turned off all the lights, sat on his
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