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This above all– to thine own self betrue,

And it must follow, as the night theday,

Thou canst not then be false to anyman.

Farewell. My blessing season this inthee!

Polonius in Hamlet (Act I, Scene III) by WilliamShakespeare


TABLE OF CONTENTS


Cover

Title Page

Advance Praise

Copyright Page

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

Author’s Note

Postscript

About the Author


Chapter 1


June 1979

It is possible for a stranger to enter the lives of six people of different ages and backgrounds and change their worldview. In any big city on the globe, a random combination of choice, sexual or platonic attraction, and simple fate means the stranger can be either an unexpected benefit or an unforgettable burden.

Rory Rafferty sat uncomfortably in his seat on an Air Canada DC9, en route from Halifax, Nova Scotia to Toronto, Ontario. The air in the cabin was stuffy, and he could feel beads of perspiration race down his sides, covered by the new, ill-fitting polyester shirt he wore. He heard the static of the plane’s public address system, and a female voice announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, the captain has turned off the fasten seatbelt and no smoking signs. You are now permitted to smoke in the designated sections of the aircraft.”

A woman who looked close to Rory’s age of twenty sat next to him. She fished in her purse, pulled out a lighter and a package of Export “A” cigarettes, and lit one. Inhaling, she leaned back in her seat and exhaled a plume of smoke into the air above her.

Rory wrinkled his nose at the first whiff of the cigarette. While hesitant, he had to speak. “Excuse me, but we’re in the non-smoking section.”

“No, we’re not,” the young woman said.

Rory reached over his head and turned on his air vent and hers. “Yes, we are,” he said, hating to be argumentative. But he had to share the next two hours with this person, and he didn’t want a confrontation. Rules were rules. He pressed the button above his head to call the flight attendant. His seat companion’s nicotine-stained fingers belied an otherwise attractive appearance.

Not being a regular flier, Rory was more used to referring to flight attendants as stewardesses, and one in her mid-forties appeared. Her face was tired. “Miss, you have to extinguish your cigarette,” she said in a weary voice to Rory’s seatmate. “You’re seated in the non-smoking section.”

“Fine.” She extinguished the cigarette. “I want to sit in the smoking section.”

“There aren’t any other seats available on this flight. Sorry,” the flight attendant said and turned away.

“Thanks a lot, asshole,” the woman said to Rory.

Rory thought the stewardess had been reasonable. “You think that no one else would’ve noticed or complained? C’mon, give me a break,” he said, aware of his speedy heartbeat.

From the corner of his eye, Rory could tell the woman was appraising his appearance. He had battled outbreaks of eczema in the past several years, and there was no indication they would cease, especially during the times he felt stressed.

“I suppose I can do without smokes for a couple of hours. You on vacation?” she asked.

“No, I’m making a move to the big city,” he said with a hint of pride. “And I’ve already got a job.”

“What’s your name? You from Halifax?”

“I grew up in Landers Cove. I’m Rory Rafferty.”

“Well, Rory Rafferty, you haven’t exactly stolen this Cape Bretoner’s heart with your anti-smoking bull, but anyway, I’m Stephanie Whittaker.”

“It’s interesting to meet you,” he said and smiled. Maybe the flight won’t be so bad, he thought.

“Ditto from me. Is Toronto that desperate for workers that it’s hiring smartasses from Nova Scotia nowadays?”

How much should I tell her about me? The best tactic in dealing with this woman was to keep the conversation light.

“One of my college instructors mentioned an F and B job—that’s food and beverage—available at a private club in Toronto. Her sister’s the sales manager there. It’s called The Proserpina Club. She thought I’d be a good fit.”

Stephanie looked impressed. “The Proserpina, eh? I’ve been there. It’s fab, and it’s where I met my newest friend, Tom. Do you realize you’ll be serving some of Toronto’s finest ladies? Rich ladies.”

“I gathered that,” Rory replied, feeling more comfortable with the conversation. “I’ll start as a busboy, but I don’t mind ’cause it’ll lead to bigger things.”

“I think we should celebrate your new job with a drink,” Stephanie said.

“A drink? I dunno. I had a rum and Coke once and threw it up.”

Stephanie glanced heavenward for a split second. “Charming! OK, we’ll order a beer or a glass of wine. How’s that?”

“Sure.”

“The nasty flight attendant will be by soon with the drinks cart,” she said with confidence, and repositioned herself in the window seat. She looked Rory directly in the eye. “Aren’t you going to ask me what I do?”

Rory shifted his weight. Embarrassed, he felt blood rush to his cheeks. “Oh, yeah, of course, I’m interested. I don’t mean to hog the conversation. Sorry. Are you at school or working?”

“I’m in between gigs,” Stephanie answered as she twirled a strand of her shoulder-length blonde hair. “I’m an actress. Last month, I filmed my very first television commercial. It was such a rush, so far out!”

“You’re the first actress I’ve ever met. When’s it going to be on TV?”

“I can’t say for sure if they’ll show it outside the Toronto market,” she said with a degree of authority. Rory wondered why she paused but kept staring at him. “Yeah, it felt so good under the lights, directed by a real movie director, practically world-famous. He worked with Fellini once,” she continued. Rory was more familiar with Hollywood movies he saw on TV or at his local theater in Landers Cove, and he didn’t tell her he had never heard of a ‘Fellini’.

“What’s the commercial? What’s it advertise? What part did you play?”

Stephanie laughed. “Whoa! Easy, partner. Let a lady catch her breath.”

Another flight attendant was taking drink orders and stopped at their row.

“I played a Pekinese,” Stephanie said, and to the flight attendant, she added, “I’ll have a Schooner.”

“Me too,” Rory said. His face was flushed with confusion and uncertainty. I wonder if it’s true that all actors are high strung. I’d better make sure she doesn’t cause a scene. Jesus, the embarrassment.

Within a few minutes, the flight attendant returned with the beer and placed the cans on their seat tables with cocktail napkins and small bags of peanuts.

“It’s interesting you were playing a Chinese person when you’re not Chinese. That’s acting for you!”

It was Stephanie’s turn to be confused. “Huh? No, silly, a lapdog. I was a Pekinese dog, not a girl from Peking. You’ve seen those dogs—they’ve got long hair and short legs. The director told me I was blessed with a cute snub nose, and my canine character was very fussy. I’m convinced it was my nose that got me the part.”

Rory scratched the back of his hand and didn’t comment.

She sighed. “It was a commercial for dog food,” she said.

The two shared their dreams for the future. Stephanie aspired to win at least one acting award, preferably an Oscar or a Tony, but said she’d initially settle for a new Canadian Genie Award if she had to. Rory admitted his dream was as grand. Eventually, he’d return to Nova Scotia and open a high-end restaurant offering fresh seafood.

“Where are you going to live in big, bad Toronto? Do you have an apartment yet?”

“No, but I made a reservation to stay for a week at a residence at the University of Toronto. I need time to find a furnished place. It doesn’t have to be big, but it’d be nice to be able to walk to work.”

Stephanie raised an eyebrow. “The Proserpina is on Queen Street East near Yonge, and there aren’t many apartments nearby unless you want to live further east, which can be kinda sketchy. Which campus are you staying at?”

“I called and asked for the cheapest one. Scarborough, I think.”

“Gentle Jesus, Rory. Scarborough’s like a million miles away from downtown and exists in another century. It’s the suburbs. Nothing good ever happens there. Within a few days, you’ll be gobbled up by bland people, blander clothing, and Kraft Dinner. When we land, I’ll call my superintendent and see if the bachelor apartment in my building that was available last week is still up for rent. I’m next door to the Wellesley Hospital, and you can’t live in a more central neighborhood than that, believe me.”

“Yeah, but I’m on a real tight budget. I might not be able to afford the rent there.”

“Can you swing sixty bucks a week? I’m paying two forty a month. Me and the roaches, but hey, it’s a ten-minute walk to the subway. I don’t live at the Ritz, mind you, but who cares? Someday we’ll both have lavish homes in Rosedale.”

“Where’s Rosedale?”

Stephanie chuckled. “You’re cute, in a weird way. But you’ve got a lot to learn.”

Rory cleared his throat and felt blood rushing to his face. “Yeah, I suppose so. How’d you get into acting, by the way?”

The young thespian grinned. “You’re my kind of man, Mister Rory from Landers Cove. Where do I begin? Well, in grade primary, I was in a Christmas pageant, and of course, I played the Virgin Mary. The applause and cheers I heard were incredibly addictive.”

Stephanie resumed a monologue to her captive audience of one. As a solo act on an airborne stage, thirty-five thousand feet in the air, she positively glowed. Rory smiled, the beneficent listener, and nodded in all the right places.

She’s my very own in-flight entertainment.


Chapter 2


An apartment anywhere in Toronto that fell within his limited budget was a rental possibility for Rory. Each residential and commercial area vibrated with its own distinct culture, stores, aromas, noises, and people. The city was loosely divided into neighborhoods with names like Little Italy, Greektown, Little India, Cabbagetown, Roncesvalles, Bloor West Village, The Junction, Queen Street West, Chinatown, The Beaches, Riverdale, and the “Gay Ghetto,” to name a few.

Stephanie’s building was on the periphery of the latter, which enveloped the intersection of Church and Wellesley Streets. It was regarded as a popular and safe area for some city dwellers perceived to be the fringe element of polite Canadian society.

Rory felt lucky to get a one-room apartment with a private bathroom in Stephanie’s building and to know a neighbor like her already. Man, my first apartment, my first home away from home. He was determined to make this whole Toronto experiment work.

Rory inspected the bathroom of his new, and predominantly gray, studio apartment. He noticed a cluster of four dead bugs, legs up, around the drain of the bathtub. Cockroaches? Finding a used tissue in one of his pockets, he crouched down, picked them up, and flushed them.

Back in the main room, he unpacked. The suitcase was new, a gift from his parents. He opened his shaving kit, looking for some peppermints he had stashed there. He groaned. Damn, I left the Aveeno cream at home. Did I pack the other hydrocortisone lotion? Breathe…don’t panic. Get to a drugstore ASAP.

A vivid memory engulfed him. When he was fifteen, he asked his father and mother why the skin on his face, neck, and arms was often dry, itchy, and inflamed. They told him he had atopic dermatitis, one of several types of eczema, but he needn’t be concerned.

Rory understood that parents want to protect their kids from heartache of any kind, but when they said he wasn’t alone and had a common teenage problem, he didn’t believe them. He didn’t see anyone else at school who looked like him. Sure, some kids had pimples, but he never found another kid with eczema.

He left the bathroom and sat on the bare mattress of his twin bed. Reflexively, he scratched his leg. Rust-colored stains of various sizes begged for closer inspection of the mattress. Oh god, oh god, oh god. What if this mattress has bedbugs? What do they look like?

He bounced off the bed and thought of his mother’s extreme aversion to any household pests.

He pictured his parents, Diana and Finlay, both in their fifties and born-and-bred Nova Scotians who had rarely left the confines of eastern Canada. His mother was Acadian and his father Irish. Depressingly normal, thought Rory. On more than one occasion, his coloring and perhaps the skin condition prompted queries. He felt out of place when people asked his origin. He had learned to expect the occasional ignorant question from a shopkeeper or a total stranger: “So what are ya? Greek? Syrian? Lebanese?” In typical Nova Scotian fashion, where often innocent questions could be deemed invasive by others, Rory would smile and say, “I’m an exotic.” His reply often stopped further inquiry.

The closet-sized kitchen a few feet away reminded him of a documentary he had seen on the size and scope of units in Moscow’s apartment buildings. Utilitarian, yes. Spotless? Far from it.

Jeeesus, the oven. He groaned. Ugh. I have to buy some Comet.

In the corner was a lonely desk of particle board, its five drawers without handles. A gap where a sixth drawer should have been suggested a child missing a front tooth.

Judging by its threadbare upholstery, an overused sofa had comforted innumerable bodies, large and small, over the years. Its original colors were indiscernible, so the best adjective was brownish-gray. Taupe, if one was generous.

The only furnishing that appeared clean and new was a six-by-nine-foot, straw-colored shag carpet. He could just imagine what the worn linoleum underneath might reveal.

Scratching his leg again, Rory wondered which bargain floor of the Simpson’s or Eaton’s department stores had the best deals. Oh yeah, and I’ve got to buy a TTC Metropass. How cool. My first subway and bus pass.

He glanced at his watch and noted he had to leave to get to a nearby bank and open an account before it closed in mid-afternoon. And make sure to go to a drugstore.

Stephanie had invited him to her apartment upstairs for dinner. What a character she is. Sweet, though. I’ve got to buy her a bottle of wine. Should I wear my new two-button blazer and the pleated pants, or jeans and a polo shirt?

I’m thinking like an adult.

An ambulance siren wailed and broke his train of thought. Silence followed as it drew closer to the hospital and his low-rise apartment building.
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Decorations covered the expanse of wall space from floor to ceiling in her studio apartment.

Movie magazine covers from the 1950s and sixties occupied one section and exhibited a preference for Elizabeth Taylor, Montgomery Clift, James Dean, and Claudia Cardinale. Posters of Canadian movies from the last ten years decorated another wall, including Goin’ Down the Road, Outrageous!, Face-Off, and The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz. On a third wall were childhood school certificates and typed letters on letterhead, all enclosed in thrift store frames.

Three vintage wrought iron floor lamps provided a warm glow in the small apartment. Rory thought they looked like they had been rescued from a landfill site; the lampshades were shrouded in a gauzy pink material, and he was sure he smelled burning fabric thanks to the hot light bulbs.

It’s Stephanie’s smoking. Don’t be negative. Enjoy this. Stop the paranoia, Rafferty.

“I hope I have quiet neighbors,” Rory said, filling the dead air. They sat at a card table covered with a fringed paisley tablecloth that possibly doubled as a woman’s shawl. He struggled to finish the beef stroganoff. Christ, that’s salty.

“The street traffic is noisier than whatever you’ll hear inside the building,” Stephanie said. “But you’ll get used to it. Ready for dessert?”

“Sure, thanks. How’d you find this place?” he asked as Stephanie took the dishes and cutlery from their dinner to her galley kitchen.

“I have to live in the middle of the city like Mary Tyler Moore did on her show. It’s crucial to be taken seriously by agents and casting directors. I can’t be in, like, Etobicoke!” She opened the refrigerator to reveal a lime green Jell-O salad containing pieces of indistinguishable fruit.

“I’m not sure where Etobicoke is,” Rory said, “but I imagine you’re right. You’ve got to be in the middle of all the action.”

“Absolutely,” she said. She used a soup spoon to scoop some of the jellied fruit from its bowl into a smaller dish for Rory.

“Damn. This hasn’t set yet. I’ll put it back in the fridge to let it gel some more. Meantime, let’s sit on the couch, have some more wine, and get cozy. Sound good?”

Rory nodded as Stephanie filled both wine glasses and motioned to him to join her on the couch laden with an assortment of throw cushions. She sat close to him, and Rory noticed she wore a frilly white blouse, exposing a healthy amount of cleavage.

Oh. When did she unbutton those buttons without me noticing?

“Thanks for dinner. It was delicious!” he said, lying, and took a gulp of wine.

“Beef stroganoff is one of my specialties, and my secret is using two packages of the powdered mix instead of one,” she said with pride. Rory wondered if too much salt was a bad thing. “Of course, I add a teensy bit of extra salt and pepper before serving it.”

He smiled and sipped his wine.

“I’ve got a rule in this apartment. Mysteries aren’t allowed,” she said. “If I tell you a personal tidbit, you have to do the same, and with the same subject matter.” She looked at him for agreement. He nodded, and she went on. “I didn’t have oral sex until two years ago. I mean, like, I didn’t give oral sex; I’ve received it for ages. Your turn!”

Rory felt blood rush to his head and inflame his cheeks. Flustered, he searched for the right words.

“I’m so bad. I bet I caught you off guard,” she said.

“Yeah, you did,” Rory sputtered. “Sorry, I’m not used to talking about those things.”

“You’re more of a man of action, huh?” She sidled closer to him and put her hand on his thigh.

“Well, I’m not sure—” he started, and she covered his mouth in a wet kiss.

Is this how a first kiss feels? What do I do? Her tongue is everywhere in my mouth; where’s my tongue…? I’m going to cough…

Startled, he jerked his head back, coughed, and spilled red wine on his jeans and on the armrest of the couch. “Oh, damn!” he said as he pulled away from Stephanie. “I’m such a klutz!”

Stephanie rose from the couch, opened the fridge, and took out a can of club soda. She grabbed a dishcloth from the sink. “Nah, it’s my fault. I’m too goddamn pushy at times. But you’re cute, and I like your fire-engine red look. It’s like you’re always blushing.”

Should I tell her what’s wrong with me? Or should I just shut up since I haven’t had a bad flare-up in a few weeks?

She returned to the couch and dabbed his pants and the armrest with the moistened dishcloth. “Good thing your pants are dark. You won’t even see the stain.”

“Thanks, Stephanie. Look, I’d better go. I’m nervous about my first day at work tomorrow. I don’t want to sleep in and be late for the orientation and training.”

“OK. Keep me updated, and maybe you can get me a free day pass to the place.” Her request surprised Rory. “Naw, I’m kidding.” She paused. “But keep it in mind!”


Chapter 3


The Proserpina Club opened in 1976 in an imposing five-story Victorian brick building that had undergone total refurbishment. Its rooftop turret added a unique touch, while the interior was modernized, including a fully functional basement that housed a speakeasy-style bar. The façade of the Proserpina reminded passersby of its former use as nineteenth-century city government offices.

The interior, from squash courts on the fifth level to an Italian trattoria off the lobby, appealed to the city’s burgeoning female executive workforce. Here, women who paid a considerable amount for an annual membership held private meetings and events; they relaxed, socialized, took exercise classes, and networked with other female executives, managers, and entrepreneurs. The Proserpina gained a stellar reputation as an exclusive refuge to host wedding receptions, bar and bat mitzvahs, cocktail parties, press receptions, and product launches. It was an ideal hub for the busy working woman.

The fourth floor boasted an old-world, high-end dining room, three private function rooms, an oak-paneled library, a bar with stools, and a commercial kitchen. The third floor contained fitness studios, a locker room and showers, and a small indoor pool, while the second floor held administrative offices and a membership sales center.

The staff had gotten used to not seeing the club’s affluent owner for weeks at a time. When she appeared with no warning, they paused in curiosity. It was not common knowledge, even among the membership, that she and her husband were the financial backers of a highly successful Christian-Evangelist television show called 12 Born Again Boulevard.

Exquisite furnishings made of ebony, mahogany, and walnut adorned the club for a retro-chic decor that featured bright colors, patterns, and textures. The fruity scent of freesias permeated the public rooms of the complex, including the washrooms, thanks to a fresh weekly delivery of pretty flowers.

In the Proserpina’s formal dining room, Limoges porcelain plates from Bernardaud decorated each place setting at the booths and tables. Staff referred to them as “show” plates, and they tastefully reflected the cream and aqua tones of the floral wallpaper and richly upholstered chairs and banquettes. Rory learned early on as a busboy that show plates enhanced the ambience.

Lunch patrons had already left the dining room by mid-afternoon. Two waiters reset tables and booths. A pair of gym-attired club members stepped into the mirrored elevator to participate in a yoga class on the third floor.

A European émigré, Gunda Barfuss, held court in the smallest of the function rooms. The club’s maîtresse or dining room hostess, and self-appointed manager, stood in full drill mode for the busboy.

“You break one, you pay for it,” she said to Rory. He sat at an empty table covered with a white linen cloth. She gingerly held a Bernardaud plate and placed it in front of him.

“Each of these magnificent plates costs this establishment one hundred twenty-five francs. If you damage one, they will deduct that much from your paycheck. And you will not repeat the mistake!”

Rory felt beads of sweat on his forehead. He had been told to wear a clean white shirt, and when he arrived, the men’s uniform—a navy, one hundred percent polyester tie, vest, and pants—waited. Earlier, and anxious he may start to scratch his face or neck, he filled a small empty plastic container with his newly purchased Aveeno cream and brought it with him. So far, so good, he thought. He had already met several of his soon-to-be coworkers, and while all were friendly, he wasn’t adept at remembering names.

Except for Gunda Barfuss.

A slight woman of indeterminate age, her coarse black hair, streaked with gray, was fastened into a bun at the nape. Her years on planet Earth had not resulted in any wrinkles or smile lines whatsoever. Her wide blue eyes were unavoidable when she spoke. Rory watched her flutter around him.

“I won’t make the mistake, ma’am. I’m careful with antiques or decorative objects not my own,” he said, and he swallowed in nervousness. He failed to mention that he hadn’t yet acquired any antiques or objets d’art.

“As you should be,” Gunda pronounced. She removed the show plate and set it aside on a walnut sideboard. She picked up a porcelain side plate. On it rested one perfectly formed lettuce leaf topped by a yellow-skinned fruit that had been cut in half, lengthwise. I think that’s papaya, but it’s my first, if it is. I wonder what it tastes like, and what’s that goop in the hollowed-out portion? Even to an untrained eye, the dollop of white shredded filling flecked with pink looked tasty, surrounded by the fruit’s orangey-red flesh.

“This is Papaya Proserpina,” Gunda said in a solemn tone. “Obviously, it’s fresh papaya accompanied by a delicious serving of faux crab salad.”

OK. I can’t tell her not one of my cooking classes has used papaya or any other exotic tropical fruit for anything. They’re impossible to find in Landers Cove. But faux crab? What the…? Why isn’t it fresh crab?

Gunda noticed the confused look on Rory’s face. “Surely, you know that imitation crabmeat is one of Japan’s top seafood exports. It’s popular here and helps restaurants save on food costs.”

Good Lord. Imitation seafood is sacrilege to a Maritimer.

Gunda continued with her lesson. “Once your waiter informs you a customer has ordered Papaya Proserpina, what extra silverware will you bring to the table for the guest? Hmm?”

“Um, I think a salad or dessert fork.”

“You’re not totally incorrect. And what else?” she demanded, her face flushed.

“A teaspoon for the fruit?”

Gunda sighed in resignation. “A dessert spoon, Mr. Rafferty. You have much to learn. Incidentally, have you been taught how to present additional silverware to a customer?”

Rory avoided an answer lest an international incident occur. Rafferty, you will become a master of etiquette or else!

“I gathered not. Now, let’s focus on napkin folds. I’ll demonstrate the fold in which you will deliver extra cutlery to a guest. It’s crucial you pay close attention—do you understand?”

Rory nodded and wished he had gotten a job in the kitchen. A dishwasher’s job was preferable to Gunda’s interrogatory method of instruction. He felt a familiar quiver and low rumbling in his stomach, which usually accompanied his anxiety.

“Ms. Barfuss, may I excuse myself briefly?”

Gunda peered at him. “For what reason?”

Rory’s stomach audibly grumbled in response.

Gunda sighed again and looked at her wristwatch. “Use the men’s locker room on the fifth floor. I doubt it’s occupied at this time of day. You have six minutes.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

Rory had seen the location of the fire exit, and he dashed up the stairs. Upon exiting, he sped along a short corridor that featured a narrow stool bar. Silent squash courts surrounded him; low-key music wafted from discreet ceiling speakers.

While Anne Murray crooned “You Needed Me” in the semi-darkness, a handsome, tall, black-haired man with Asian features and wearing fitness clothing was in the middle of a passionate kiss with an older blonde woman. They stood behind the bar counter, and he cupped her buttocks while she linked her hands around his neck.

“Baby, baby, baby,” she said into his ear, standing on tiptoe.

Rory’s eyes were saucer-like as he walked by. He noticed a name tag on the fellow’s sweatshirt, but the printing was indecipherable from a distance. With a smirk, the man acknowledged Rory and motioned with one hand he keep moving.

The new busboy of the Proserpina Club entered the locker room, switched on the lights, and went straight to the lavatory.


Chapter 4


Fleur Remington had turned forty earlier in the year. She stood in the massage room on the second floor of her mansion in Rosedale and inspected bottles of scented oils displayed on a wall-mounted shelf. Irritation washed over her.

Ylang-ylang, Sandalwood, Patchouli, Grapeseed, Jasmine, Jojoba. She cursed and wondered why two bottles of her favorite almond and coconut oil combination were not among the others.

She walked into the main bedroom and disappeared into heavy draperies, the matching canopy over the Alaskan King bed, and Moroccan rugs. The bed occupied eighty-one square feet of the room, dwarfing the minimalist Swedish dressers and chairs placed along one wall, as if an afterthought. Fleur didn’t have any interior design sense and opted for paid consultants. She had no idea her bedroom looked like a late nineteenth-century Parisian bordello that had time-travelled and crash-landed in a 1970s setting. She inhaled, resigned to her wifely status, and entered her husband’s walk-in closet.

Herb hung his twenty three-piece suits in colors from navy to salmon and in fabrics from wool to polyester according to his house rules. They rested lifelessly on padded wooden hangers, two inches of space separating each suit. On low shelves he had positioned gleaming pairs of leather shoes and boots in various shades of black, brown, and gray. Each custom-made pair had built-in lifts, allowing Herb to appear to be two inches taller than his modest height of five foot five. The perfectly arranged footwear resembled soldiers waiting for their marching orders.

Because of the missing bottles of massage oil, Fleur reminded herself to ensure Herb’s personal grooming products and over-the-counter medicines were readily available. He insisted they have two of everything.

She opened the gentleman’s mahogany wardrobe and recalled the argument she’d had with her husband regarding its cost. To her, its reasonable price of twenty thousand dollars was evidence of furniture that was both decorative and functional. He had screamed at her for a full fifteen minutes when he read the receipt.

She scoffed when she noticed there were three bottles of Penhaligon Blenheim Bouquet, his preferred men’s cologne. It crossed her mind that a lifetime was not enough to use this excessive amount of the expensive eau de toilette, and yet he had ceased delivery on the monthly cases of Dom Pérignon she enjoyed so much. Life was certainly unjust at times, she thought.

As if by rote, she dully checked to ensure that Herb had two giant bottles of milk of magnesia, two large boxes of loperamide for diarrhea relief, two packages of hair dye to help conceal his graying hair, and two bottles of codeine-laced 222s, a popular headache remedy.

The telephone in the bedroom rang and interrupted her concentration.

“Hello?”

Holding the receiver, she sat on the edge of the bed and felt dismayed when she noticed an errant thread on the plush cotton and silk bedspread. Within a moment, greater concern clouded her suntanned face.

“No, that can’t be. Howard told me he did it twice last week.” She listened further. “Are you sure, Doctor? I’m terribly disappointed. I’ll have words with Howard when he drives Bernie home.”

She walked into her private powder room, a calm refuge she had created in which a star like Elizabeth Taylor would feel comfortable. All-white, with a mirrored wall, its windows overlooked the manicured lawns of the estate. She sat at her dressing table and stared into the Hollywood vanity mirror surrounded by fifteen frosted light bulbs. A woman should be happy in her appearance, she thought, so I’ll change my hair color again. This shade is boring. I need to excite my life, bring more joy to it. Nothing wrong with that.

By four o’clock, she had grown agitated and frustrated. She prepared a Bloody Caesar for cocktail hour. The three shots of vodka to one splash of Clamato juice calmed her nerves but also inflated the minor setbacks of the day to major proportions. Why wasn’t there a bottle of celery salt in the cupboard so she could rim the tumbler she was using for her drink? Howard had yet to return to Remington Manor with Bernie.

In the manor’s principal kitchen, which looked as if it had been designed for Architectural Digest, she sat on a stool and enjoyed her third unmeasured cocktail. The back door opened and Howard, the Remingtons’ major domo, sauntered in, with Bernie following behind.

“Bernie, my darling!” Fleur exclaimed as she hopped off the stool. “The doctor told me that bad, bad Howard hasn’t brushed your teeth for at least a week.”

She ruffled the fur on the St. Bernard’s head, and the giant dog happily attempted to lick his mistress’s face. “And what excuse will you provide this time?” Fleur asked Howard. Her slightly built employee didn’t look old enough to shave, yet he held a black belt in karate, which had taken him five years to achieve.

“Mrs. Remington, you’re aware I have an innate sense of understanding canines, and last week Bernie made it quite clear he didn’t want his teeth brushed. His mental state is important, so I refrained from the twice-weekly cleaning.”

Fleur finished the rest of the vodka and Clamato juice in one gulp. “Fine. You can also refrain from coming in to work tomorrow. I’m giving you notice, Howie. You’re fired. You will be paid until the end of today’s shift.”

“What? But I’ve been a loyal employee to the family—”

“Save it. Corazon is off tonight, and since you’re still on duty, make me a cold salad plate for dinner. I’m dining alone.” Leaving Howard stunned, she headed to the residence’s grand foyer and stopped at a telephone. When she finished dialing, she tapped her expertly manicured fingers on the marble tabletop.

When the call was answered, she purred into the receiver, “Sweetheart, it’s so good to hear your voice.”


Chapter 5


What was your first day like? Meet me at Acropolis Pizza on Gloucester St. at Yonge at 7 pm. xoxoxo

Rory removed the message written in Stephanie’s childlike handwriting from the door to his apartment. When he unlocked it, he noticed she had slipped a street map of downtown Toronto underneath it. On top, a note read: The red X shows you where I’m taking you disco dancing on the weekend. Love, S.

Rory chuckled and closed the door. He left a message on her answering machine saying he’d see her soon at the pizzeria and he was expecting her to teach him to dance the “YMCA” and “The Bump.”

But how do I tell her I’m not romantically interested in her?

[image: *]*

The Acropolis, a hole-in-the-wall pizza and gyro restaurant north of the Wellesley subway station, embodied Toronto’s multicultural identity. Owned by a Greek Canadian family, it served gyros as a nod to their culinary heritage but specialized in pizzas made by a Vietnamese Canadian cook, often served by Portuguese Canadian siblings. It was the coolest little restaurant Rory had ever visited. He loved having draft beer served in a frosted mug, placed on a gingham tablecloth with a clear plastic cover. Diner heaven.

Stephanie sipped her beer and lit a cigarette while they waited for their individual pizzas. She surveyed the crowd of regular Acropolis patrons. The young actor looked a bit frazzled.

“To summarize the audition from this morning: gru-ell-ing,” she said. “It’s
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