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CHAPTER ONE

My left eye was swollen shut.  I flicked my tongue against one of my eye-teeth.  It was loose.  And I had no dental benefits.  The last time I went to a dentist—which was when exactly?  I don’t remember, but she told me I needed to have all my eye-teeth yanked or my head would explode.  So.  Maybe this was a silver lining.  One down, three to go.  My ribs hurt.  It took tremendous effort for me just to open the front door of my apartment.  I turned a light on.  As usual, everything was everywhere.  I was thirty and living like the world’s sloppiest teen-ager.

My cat, TROT-J, a calico, rubbed his face against my shin.

“Ow.”

Even my shin hurt.

“You hungry, baby?”

He purred.  Here’s a thing that bugs me about movies and tv shows.  Every time  a cat shows up, it HAS to “meow.”  

STUDIO EXECUTIVE:  Take this stupid

movie back to sound-editing.  There’s a 

cat in this scene.  Add a “meow.”  The 

popcorn-addicted hoi polloi might think 

it’s a dog.

CHAPTER TWO

My name is Leo Johnstone.  I grew up in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada—eh?—in a lovely neighborhood called Kitsilano.  I never met my biological mother.  She fled to parts unknown when I was four.  According to my dad, Peter, whom I’ll refer to as “Peter,” from time-to-time, because, you know, “my dad, my dad,” it gets repetitive.  

Peter was in the Canadian Army during World War II.  When I was younger, every time the subject came up with someone who isn’t Canadian, he or she was bound to say, “What?  Canada has an army?”

Not the least bit insulting.  After the war, my dad became a security guard.  I followed in his foot-steps.  We worked for the same company.  Eyes-Wide-Open.  Great name, right?

CHAPTER THREE

I locked my door, fed my cat, sat on my decrepit couch and wondered if I should call a cab and get my ass to St. Andrew’s.  I was banged up pretty badly.

Here’s what happened:

There’s a night-club in downtown Vancouver called Vice-Land.  I used to go there every Saturday night.  Sometimes with my buddy Steve, usually by myself.  At thirty, I was a little long-in-the-tooth for the clubbing scene, but nobody ever believed me when I told them my real age.  Maybe that’s just a thing people do sometimes.  We lie to others to makes them feel good.  But in my case, dear reader, it was true.  When I bought booze, which was often, I was still carded.  Speaking of which!  Where are my priorities?  I still have an unopened can of Male Ale beer in my fridge.  

You know you’re confident when you can go to a club without getting loaded first.  I’m not one of those people.  There were five empty beer cans on my kitchen counter.  I had consumed them by nine pm the previous evening.  I looked at my Superman wrist-watch.  Yikes.  It was 3:15 in the morning.  I opened my last beer.  Ka-chunk!  My passion for beer, at that point in my life, and well, ever-still, was matched only by my passion for a good story.  Still with me?  Thanks.  If you’re wondering what happened to me, well, here we go:

Vice-Land was packed.  As far as clubs went, it was pretty generic.  They played music from every era, even swing, sometimes.  The crowd had representatives from every stereotype you could imagine.  Like the Breakfast Club writ large.  There were Goths, punks, valley girls, Duran Duran wannabes and men in business suits.  I was the token regular guy.  Meaning what?  My attire was fairly basic:  blue casual shirt, jeans and black lace-ups.  Women often told me that I was good-looking, but when it came to sex, no pun intended—yes, I’ve had more than my share of one-nighters.  To this day, I regret all of them.  One woman tried to stick a hypodermic needle in me.  I couldn’t blame any woman for finding my body unattractive.  I could tuck my shirt in and get away with it, but once it came off, it was like a parachute opening.  I was the right height for my age, but I was flabby.  I had the accursed man-boobs, the bane of every male who looks at Sylvester Stallone and thinks, “Man, if I had pecs like that...Shazam!”

Maybe I’m the only male who thinks that.  But I digress.  Boy, do I ever.

CHAPTER FOUR

Vice-Land.  I was nursing a screwdriver when a woman sat next to me.  She was petite, busty, wore thick-framed glasses and her hair was short and blonde.  I know.  I’m not supposed to put an “E” on the end of “blond.”  And I’m supposed to say “actor,” not “actress.”  Well, I try to be polite around others.  I’m Canadian, eh?  But my mind rages constantly against the ever-growing and soul-crushing machine called political correctness.  

Anyway, she smelled like vanilla and the hand holding my drink was shaking.  My stomach somersaulted pleasantly and my heart was threatening to torpedo out of my chest like baby Alien.  Fueled to the max with liquid courage, I said to her, “I’m Leo!”

The music was so loud, you had to scream to talk.

“What?”

“Leo!”

“Aquarius!”

We laughed.

“You don’t really believe in that astrology shit, do you?”

She paid for her pina colata and threw it in my face.  Maybe I should write a book called “How To Piss A Woman Off In Less Than Five Seconds.”  She buggered off.

The bartender, whose name was Scott, laughed and said, “Smooth.”

“Thanks, Scotty.  Can you beam me up some napkins, please?”

A minute later, I was in the can, wiping rum and coconut milk from my face.  A drunk punk was washing his hands next to me.  He had what looked like about fifty rings in his nose and his hair was spiky.

“Saw that, dude.  I would’ve slapped that bitch.”

“Fuck off.”

“Whoa!  I can take a hint.”

He left.  I was alone, as far as I knew—hell, who shits in a club?—still cleaning up, when a small, shapely body pressed itself against my back.  Small hands were groping my genitals.

Ah, the roller-coaster of life.

I turned around and looked down.

“Aquarius.”

“Leo.”

“That really is my name.”

She put her hands on my face and we necked for about five minutes.  Definitely one of my life’s best five minutes, up to that point.  She was a very good kisser.  Some women jam their tongues in so hard it’s like they’re trying to asphyxiate you. Maybe some guys did  that, too.  I’m no homophobe, but I had no interest in finding out.  She withdrew and wiped her pretty mouth.

“You slobber.”

“Well, just looking at you, makes me drool.”

She liked that and grabbed my crotch.  Again.

“I’m so sorry.  Astrology’s very important to me.” 

She poked my chest.

“Don’t make fun of it.”

Then, she ran her fingers across my chest and laughed.

“You’ve got man-boobs.  Like a woman.”

I cringed.

It was something I was super self-conscious of, to the point of shame.

“Let’s make a deal.”

“Oh, I love that show!”

“Me, too.”

“Is your name Monty?”

“No, I told you, it’s Leo.”

“I’m Aquarius.”

“I know.  You told me.”

“Idiot. My name really is Aquarius.”

What are the odds?

“Most people call me “Aquee.”

I tried not to roll my eyes.

Absurdly, she stuck out her hand and we shook.  Her hand was small and delicate.

“So.  What’s the deal, handsome?”

“You don’t make fun of my man-boobs and I won’t make fun of astrology.”

“Deal!  Let’s dance!”

CHAPTER FIVE

The last song of the night was She Sells Sanctuary by the Cult.  My favorite song ever.  I wasn’t having the worst night of my life, that’s for sure.  Not yet.

2:15 am.  We were walking, my arm on her back, both of hers wrapped around my waist.  The two of us were pretty loaded.  Granville Street was remarkably quiet.  It was July, one of the two or three months in Vancouver, where it doesn’t rain all day, or so it seems.

We were looking for a cab.

She asked me, “Is your place clean?”

“About as clean as a place can be after a tornado.”

“Oh, why are men such pigs?”

“We like spending half our lives looking for things.  Like clean briefs.”

“Gross.  My place, then.  I live in Shaughnessy.”

I sang, “You’re a rich girl, and you’re going too far, but your Daddy don’t know it, anyway...”

She sang back, “But I’m not bitch-girl.”

We laughed.

“Oh, there’s a cab!”

Some teen-agers piled into it and it drove away.  Aquee stomped her foot.  Sorry for being such a sexist, ladies, but any man who stomps his foot, for any reason, deserves to have his ass kicked.

What a segue-way.

“Aquee!”

We turned around, awkwardly, in our mutually inebriated state.  A man walked towards us.  My vision was a little distorted.  The creature approaching us was like something out of a Ray Harryhausen movie.  Great Krypton!  He must have been seven feet tall.  His shoulders were wide enough to play football on.  I’m only exaggerating, a little.  His hair was slicked back, with a pony-tail.  I guess he liked Above The Law.  So did I.  His forehead was lined like a sheet of paper and his eyes were ice-blue.  His attire looked expensive.  His frame was wide, but it looked solid.  Definitely a weight-lifter.  His face was meaner-looking than the proverbial junk-yard dog.  

Aquee ran up to him and started rapid-fire punching him.  It looked like something out of a cartoon.  I put my hand on a bus-stop bench, trying to stay on my feet, which was pretty pointless, considering what was about to happen.  I craned my neck for a cab, a bus, hell, maybe I could jump on the back of a passing pick-up truck.

Aquee said, “Where were you?  You were supposed to meet me at nine?”

“I got held up.”

“You were robbed?”

“Shut up.  Who the fuck is that?”

He pointed a long finger at me.  Oh, boy.  I think I might be in trouble.  Sometimes, it sucks to be right. 

Aquee said, “He’s nobody.  He’s just a guy I met.  He’s nice.”

“Well, I’m not.”

“Come on, Alex.  Just take me home.”

“Cheating bitch.  I can’t trust you alone at a bar for one night?  One night, and you leave with another man?”

“It’s not like that!”

It totally was, I wisely did not say, not that it mattered.

Alex said to Aquee, “Get out of my way.”

She crossed her arms across her wonderful breasts and said, “If you hurt him, I’m breaking up with you.”

“We break-up when I say so.  And I won’t.  So move.”

“No.”  

He gave her a hard shove.  She fell on her peach-like behind and her glasses flew off and the lenses cracked as they hit the pavement.

I said, “Hey!”

And then, an asteroid disguised as a fist impacted my left eye.  Then, another asteroid got me in the mouth.  Where’s the hyperspace button?  Boom, my ribs.  Then, with one hand, he lifted me up off my feet.  I was snap-sober enough to wonder if he was gonna ask me where the Death Star plans were.  He said, “I ever see you within a block of Aquee, I’ll take you to a private place and this will feel like an affectionate cuddle by comparison.  Meaning?  I’ll very slowly beat you to death.  It’s part of what I do for a living.  Understand?  Are we in-sync?”
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