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			It all started with a phone call from Canada. There were significant issues with my son Mitchell and the drug addiction that took over his life after using medication for a back injury. His partner, the mother of his baby daughter, rang us out of desperation, and for that, I will always be grateful.

			I had not seen him or any of my children in over twenty years, so Lyn and I thought this would be the opportune time to find out what was going on, face-to-face. I could also reacquaint myself with family and friends and meet my granddaughter Emmi for the first time.

			I am not sure how to categorize this novel. A memoir? There are aspects of it. An autobiography? But don’t those two go hand in hand? It’s nonfiction, and maybe that covers all the above.

			I’m going to lean toward a psychological slant. While writing this, many, many dark memories arose, and as I put them in chronological order, I hoped my greatest fear would be overcome. That fear was, what it might take, to learn to forgive myself for the part I played in others’ unhappiness in life.

			From here, I will write three novels to get there, and for myself, throughout my life, I feel that most people only saw the decisions I made, not the minimal choices I thought I had.

			Read my first story and make up your own mind. Am I on the right Track?

			Henry Gagnon.
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			Forever in my heart.

			 

			Henry Gagnon

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			The First Minute of Action is Worth More than a Year of Planning.

			Lyn and I were lounging in the backyard, taking in a beautiful sunny morning with coffee in hand. Paddy Melon (our dog) was dragging her mat to a shadier area away from the sun’s rays.

			 

			While sipping our coffee, we discussed the recent phone calls we received from Cherish, the partner of my youngest son Mitchell and the proud mother of my granddaughter Emmi.

			“So that was an alarming call from Cherish.” Lyn began.

			“Yes, it was shocking. Up to that phone call, I wasn’t aware of Mitchell’s addiction to Fentanyl.

			I knew of his smoking grass and other stuff, but this Fentanyl thing is new and out of control from the sounds of it.”

			“You’re not wrong there, Henry. For him to steal food and rent money to support his addiction is way out of control.”

			We stopped there, concentrated on our coffee, and listened to the Magpies and Galahs both loudly disapproving of each other’s company in our raised garden. But Lyn could sense the churning in my mind and reached for my forearm.

			“Hey! I have an idea!” Lyn exclaimed, sitting upright from her chair. “Why don’t we go to Canada and visit your family? I’m due holidays from Red Cross and I’ve never met your family or been to Canada.”

			“You know what? That’s a hell of an idea! I haven’t seen my family in over twenty years,” I said enthusiastically, canceling out the sorrow I was going through.

			“Well, there you go then. You get to reunite with family, see friends, talk to Mitchell, but most of all, hold your granddaughter for the first time.”

			“I like it. Okay, let’s do this.” I replied with a slight apprehension and an overwhelming feeling that this was the right thing to do.

			“Then it’s a done deal. We’ll go to a Flight Center and see about getting flights and accommodations.”

			We both felt overly excited about this prospective journey—so much so that we dumped our unfinished coffee in the sewer drain and went inside to wash up and dress appropriately. Knowing it would only get hotter during the day, we left Paddy in the house, where she’d stay cool.

			We drove down to the Tea Tree Plaza, knowing a Flight Center outlet was inside its premises. The temperature was already rising when we finally arrived. After finding a parking spot, we made our way to the mall, and we were grateful that the mall was air-conditioned and that we had left Paddy at home.

			We found the Flight Center, walked to the counter, and talked to one of the representatives named Rick. He was truly knowledgeable in his craft and immediately noticed my accent and spoke.

			“How’s it going, eh?”

			Lyn and I chuckled.

			“So, how can I be of assistance this morning?” Rick continued.

			“We want a return flight to Toronto, Canada, to spend three nights there, then a flight to Timmins, and then we want to spend a night there. And, of course, a return flight back to Toronto.”

			“When do you plan to leave?”

			At that moment, Lyn and I realized we had not set a date yet.

			“Saturday week? “Lyn suggested.

			“Works with me,” I replied.

			Lyn was a senior administrator with Red Cross, and I was self-employed, so picking traveling dates wasn’t an issue for time off work.

			“Okay, leave it with me. It shouldn’t take too long, but in the meantime, have a seat behind you, and I’ll give you an oi when I finish.”

			Lyn and I turned and were about to sit down when I spotted a giant wall map of the world.

			“Follow me for a second, Lyn, and I’ll show you where Hearst is on the planet.”

			We walked to the map, and I pointed out the general location of Hearst.

			“Really! Up there?” Lyn asked in amazement.

			“Yes, hon, up there,”

			While looking at time zones, oceans, and countries, we’ll be flying over. Rick called us over to have a look at our itinerary.

			“Got you a flight from Adelaide to Hong Kong with a 2-hour layover and from Hong Kong to Toronto with 3-night accommodations at the Skydome Hotel. How does that sound to you guys?”

			Lyn and I looked at each other, then back to Rick and gave him the thumbs up.

			“It’s a go,” we said.

			“Cool, Okay, I will look up the flight from Toronto to Timmins with accommodations and get that sorted out for you.”

			“Okay, Rick, thanks,” I replied.

			Lyn and I were talking and getting excited about the whole event when Rick suddenly started laughing aloud.

			“What the hell is this, mate?” Rick asked, puzzlement showing on his face.

			“What the hell is what, Rick? “I replied.

			He turned the screen towards us and pointed to an airline called Bear Skin Airlines.

			“That mate! What’s that all about”?

			“Oh, that, yeah, that’s an airline based in Timmins. It serves the northern regions of Ontario and Quebec. And no, they don’t build their planes out of bear skins if that’s what you think, Rick.”

			There was a gale of laughter from the three of us.

			“Okay, I have you booked at the Hampton Inn in Timmins for one night,” Rick said.

			“Okay, sounds good, Rick, we’ll take it.”

			He then reviewed our itinerary several times to ensure everything was up to par and understood. Satisfied and excited, we paid for our tickets, received well wishes from Rick, and exited the Flight Center. Walking through the mall, I reminded Lyn of the climate we would encounter in Canada.

			“March is summer here, but in Canada, it’s winter.”

			“Let us prepare for the frigid north,” was Lyn’s reply.

			“Yes, let’s do that.”

			We found a Timberland shop in the mall that sells winter apparel and footwear. The lady who assisted us was knowledgeable about our needs, and within the hour, we had jackets, boots, scarves, and gloves. We were set.

			“Okay, that part is done. We’re prepared. “I told Lyn as we walked to the car with our purchases.

			“Yes, we are, and I can hardly wait to test them out in the frigid north.”

			I laughed and told Lyn. “Back home, we call it, ‘The Great White North.’”

			“Ha! I love the sound of that.” Lyn replied.

			When we returned home, the temperature was now in the mid-thirties, and it was only two in the afternoon. I’m glad we left Paddy at home. We unpacked our Canadian winter wear and stored them in the closet. Lyn put the tickets in a safe place along with our passports. I washed my hands of that responsibility.

			Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday went by reasonably quickly, but Thursday seemed to grind to a halt. Anticipation of the trip was kicking in big time.

			 

			That night, I went on Facebook to let my family and friends know we were coming to Canada. The responses were terrific, and they were looking forward to our arrival.

			And why not? It’s been over twenty years since I was there last, and for some, it would be thirty or more years since we last saw each other. I was so looking forward to this.

			Finally, Friday was here—the day before our trip to Canada. Lyn suggested we start packing. With open suitcases lying on the bed, we went through our wardrobe a few dozen times to decide what to pack. Our recent purchases weren’t a problem.

			It was the additional clothing we needed to bring. I’m doing the man-packing thing while Lyn is being her articulating self and packing neatly. Soon, that articulation spilt over to my side of the packing area, and a disagreement ensued. But common sense prevailed, and I submitted.

			We now had two neatly packed suitcases with the final scrutiny of Lyn’s expertise. This scenario would be a theme throughout our travels.

			We arranged dinner with Christine and Max, Lyn’s sister, and brother, that evening. We met at our favorite pub, The Walkers Arms, where they served excellent and affordable pub meals. As the evening wore on, we discussed the care of Paddy melon and our house. Max said he would look after Paddy and simultaneously, house-sit along with Christine. This help was going to be a tremendous burden lifted from our shoulders. Knowing Paddy will be well taken care of, our house won’t be burglarized.

			As the evening continued, so did the talks about Canada and what it’s like to live there. I told a few tall tales of the ‘great white north’ and some of our habits up there, bringing much laughter and bewilderment. Max and Christine’s enquiries kept coming. After our meals, beers, wine, and storytelling, we decided it was late and wanted some rest before the trip. Max took care of the bill as a parting gift, and Christine offered to take us to the airport in the morning. Lyn and I felt exceptional because of the admiration of her siblings. As we bid them a good night, we thanked them profusely for the task they were about to take on, then went home to get some rest. Yeah right. Like that was going to happen.

			When we arrived home, Paddy, our watchdog extraordinaire, was sound asleep on the couch. I then went to the bedroom and brought the suitcases by the front door to prepare them for the morning. Lyn double-checked our essential documents, making sure they were secure. After that, we went to bed, and Paddy decided to wake up and join us.

			“I’m psyched up for this trip, hon! I’m not even sure if I will get any sleep,” I said aloud, lying down underneath the covers. Lyn was also overexcited but said, “The tiredness from packing and getting ready will take over soon!”

			“Well, perhaps you are right,” I replied, drifting into a restless night of broken sleep.
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			“There’s Christine,” Lyn shouted from the dining room.

			“Okay, I’ll be out in a second,” I shouted, shutting off the shower.

			I quickly toweled myself dry and hurried to the bedroom to get dressed.

			“Come on in, sis. Henry is getting dressed; he’ll be out in a minute.” “No worries. Well, we’re here as promised,” Christine responded.

			“Hey, mate! Get a wiggle on. You’re going to miss your flight!” A booming voice echoed from the kitchen. It had to be Max, Lyn’s brother.

			“Yup, be out there in a sec,” I replied. The siblings had a chuckle.

			While dressing, I overheard Lyn instructing Max on how she would like the luggage placed in the SUV, a scenario that would be the theme of our travels.

			By the time I left my bedroom, they were gone, including Paddy. So, I made a final inside sweep to ensure windows and doors were locked. The stove and lights are turned off. Satisfied, I joined Lyn and Paddy in the back seat, and Max and Christine were in the front. Christine put the car in gear, and we were off to the airport, off to Canada. I was returning to my home and returning to the Great White North.

			We arrived at the airport with plenty of time to spare before boarding. We found a parking spot and parked. I took Paddy out for a walk around the lot to be with her one last time. I assumed Lyn remained in the vehicle, explaining the final house and dog-sitting instructions. As for myself, I wasn’t worried; Paddy and the house were in good hands. When I returned, they all stood beside the SUV with our luggage. I open the back door and let Paddy jump in. Lyn came over, gave Paddy a goodbye hug and a kiss on the nose, and closed the door. That was the first sad moment of our trip. There would be a few more.

			We said our goodbyes, wished each other well and asked both of them to let us know at the first sign of any trouble that may arise. We extended our telescopic suitcase handles and proceeded to the terminal. Once inside, we blended into the hustle and bustle of the airport protocol. We looked at flight information boards, looked for our check-in areas, and looked for a place to sit down.

			“I think we check our bags over there,” Lyn said, pointing to a vast Qantas check-in area with queues of passengers.

			“By gar! I think you’re right, me lass.” Why I tried to sound like a pirate, I’ll never know. The excitement, perhaps?

			The waiting wasn’t as long as we thought it would be. The check-in line moved along significantly, with the aid of 10 to 12 staff members at the check-in counter. After getting our baggage checked, tagged, and going down the conveyor belt, we went to the security area.

			The security procedure would become a thorn in our side for the rest of our travels through all airport security. Let me explain.

			We were okay going through the first bit, showing our passports and boarding passes. Then, the second bit wasn’t an issue when placing our carry-on bags, laptops, and loose change onto a plastic tray for examination. But the third bit was the problem.

			 

			Lyn has had hip and knee replacements that would set off alarms, drawing unwanted attention. Security would do 2 or 3 more scans to make sure, and Lyn would explain 2 or 3 times to security, to ensure they understood why alarms were going off—a thorn in the side for sure.

			After that episode, we found the departure gate waiting area and sat down. Our excitement came back immediately with the announcement of our flight to Hong Kong. I took this opportunity to let all my family and friends know that we were on our way on Facebook.

			One friend, in particular, was David Won from Toronto, for he would be the first and last friend I would encounter on this trip.

			“First call for boarding Qantas flight 688 to Hong Kong is ready for boarding. Please have your passport and boarding pass ready for presentation.”

			They also called seat numbers in their numeric order, judging by the tickets we’d be boarding in the third announcement. As I waited, I thought this would be about a 24-hour flight, and we’d be flying over an International Date Line, meaning we would fly back in time. Hmm, I then thought of a peculiar scenario that may amuse Lyn.

			“Hey, hon, you know we’re a day ahead of Canada, right?” “Yes, I know that.”

			“Well, if it was Christmas and we had minimal delays like none, for instance, we could celebrate Christmas twice that day.” “Really, how?” Lyn asked inquisitively.

			“We catch a flight out of Australia on Christmas morning, and without delays, we arrive in Toronto on Christmas Eve. Voila, two Christmases, and you get to buy me two presents”

			“As silly as that sounds, it does have merit, but you would only get one present,” Lyn replied.
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			“Third call for Qantas Flight 688 to Hong Kong is now ready to board. Please have your documents ready before proceeding.”

			“Well, that’s us, hon,” I said. “Right, you are, let’s do this!”

			We walked up to the counter, showed the required documents, and proceeded down the tunnel to the plane. Once inside, a flight attendant directed us to our seats. Lyn opted for the aisle seat, making it easier for her to access the bathroom. After putting the carry-ons in the overhead compartment, I took the middle seat. When we got comfortable, we played with the screen before selecting movies from the menu. We settled on ‘Keeping Up with The Joneses.’ Thinking a comedy would be an excellent start to this trip, besides, we are Zack Galifianakis fans.

			The last group of passengers was shuffling in, and so far, no one was claiming the window seat. I started to feel good; a poor man’s business-class seat was up for grabs! That was all dashed five seconds later. An elderly gentleman was straddling down our row towards that empty window seat. Damn!

			While taxing out to the runway, the flight attendants gave their pre-flight safety speech. We settled into our seats and buckled up. The pilot announced that the flight attendants should prepare for takeoff. “This is it, baby, we are doing this.” I said. Lyn squeezed my hand, saying,

			“Yes, we are, dear.”
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			Move Toward the Next Thing, Not Away from the Last Thing.

			Once we reached our cruising altitude, the fastened seat belt light switched off. We then put on our headsets and switched on a movie. Lyn and I enjoyed the movie and laughed through the whole thing. Zack was hysterical in it; if you haven’t seen it yet, I highly recommend you do so. When it was over, Lyn said she would find a music station to listen to for a while.

			“Cool,” I replied, “I’m going to follow the flight tracking system on the screen.”

			About an hour later, I noticed the attendants pushing meal carts down the aisle. Great, we’re going to get fed, but an urgent announcement from the pilot and the switched-on seat belt sign would bring that to a halt.

			 

			“Ladies and gentlemen, due to a cyclone off the coast of Manado, we’ll be experiencing turbulence. I’ll try to fly higher and eradicate this problem, but in the meantime, buckle up, and we’ll get through this in no time. Flight Attendants, please return to your jump seats.”

			Then it hit hard. The attendees were hurrying with their carts to secure them and themselves. As we were climbing, the plane was swaying and rocking violently. Then, at times, we would drop in mid-climb, bringing our hearts to our throats, or so it felt. A lot of the passengers were voicing their discomfort with shrieks of terror. Lyn and I experienced turbulence during our other flight travels, but this one was a doozy. It felt like our huge aircraft was being tossed around like a toy.

			Then, calmness.

			We moved out of the turbulent air and hit the smooth stuff. If I were to time the ordeal, I’d say we were rocking and rolling for 10 minutes, 10 minutes that will never be forgotten on Flight 688.

			“Ah yes, sorry about that, folks. That was very unexpected, but the rest of the flight to Hong Kong should be smooth sailing. If any passengers are feeling unwell, please let our capable attendants know. Once again, we do apologize.”

			The passengers applauded, and the flight attendants were back out, pushing their food carts. Woohoo! We’re going to eat—perhaps not all of us after that ordeal. I don’t recall what we had and won’t make it up here for the story. Airline food is airline food, period!

			While chowing down, Lyn selected another movie. It’s more of a documentary about Tony Robbins, ‘I’m Not Your Guru’. Lyn’s a fan, but I can take it or leave it. But after watching for 10 minutes, I thought it wasn’t about self-help schemes. It gave us an insider’s look at how one man can affect millions. I’m a bit of a history buff, so hasn’t this been done a few times?

			I must have drifted off to sleep and assumed Lyn did the same. I still had my headphones on, and the next movie, whatever it was, was playing.

			I was awakened by a hand on my knee, pushing it back and forth. When I opened my eyes to focus, the hand on my knee belonged to the gentleman sitting to my left.

			“I’m sorry, sir. I guess you couldn’t hear me with the headphones on. I just wanted to get past you to use the restroom.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry. Yeah, sure. Let me get my legs out of the way,” I replied, twisting my legs to one side.

			As he straddled gingerly by me, I noticed Lyn wasn’t in her seat—bathroom break, I assumed. I removed my headset and disregarded the screen before me. Hmm? According to my time, we should land in Hong Kong within two hours. Maybe I slept through two movies? But one thing is for sure: The pilot was spot on. The flight thus far has been “smooth sailing.”

			The gentleman returned, and I decided to stand to make it easier to access his seat. He sat down, thanked me, reclined, and nodded off. Lyn hadn’t returned yet, and I was beginning to worry. I hope she wasn’t ill in the bathroom. I then selected a music station and thought I would give it another five minutes before I had to do the search-and-rescue thing. Then suddenly, she was there, sitting down.

			“Are you all right, hon? I asked. “You’ve been in the bathroom for the last 20 minutes.”

			“I’m all right now, and I wasn’t in the bathroom for 20 minutes. Maybe 2 or 3 minutes.”

			“Really! Where were you then?”

			“Well, the bathroom, being as roomy as they are, caused me to have cramps in my legs, so I was walking it off to get my circulation back.”

			“Are you all right now?”

			“Oh yeah, no dramas. It’s all good.”

			“Cool. Well, we have less than two hours before we land. You want some water, coffee, or tea?”

			“Yes, tea will be nice.”

			I pressed the attendant call button overhead and waited, but only for an abbreviated time. She was right there.

			“Yes, how can I help you?” she asked.

			“My wife and I would like tea and some biscuits,” I replied.

			“No worries, I’ll bring that to you straight away.”

			In the meantime, Lyn and I brought our seats up and folded down our trays in readiness.

			“Geez, we’ll land in a couple of hours, huh?” Lyn said.

			“Yeah, do you want to watch another movie?”

			“No, that’s okay. After my tea, I think I’ll get a few winks.”

			“It’s not a bad idea. We still have that big hop from Hong Kong to Toronto.”

			The flight attendant placed our tea and biscuits on the trays just then and said,

			“Can I get you two anything else?”

			“Yes, can I have an extra pillow? Lyn asked.

			“No worries, and you, sir?”

			“I’m fine, thank you.”

			“Okay, enjoy the rest of your flight.” She said, then turned to assist another passenger.

			I wasn’t that tired, I had slept a few hours before, and after our tea and biscuits, I continued listening to music or watching the flight tracking display. Lyn curled up as best as she could, considering we were in economy-class seats. But she managed, and within minutes, she was sound asleep. I may have been kidding myself about not being tired, for I had also fallen asleep. I know this because an announcement cut off my music feed and woke me up.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, Qantas Air Lines welcomes you to Hong Kong. Please remain seated with your seat belts fastened until we have come to a complete stop. Thank you for flying Qantas.”

			“I better use the bathroom now just in case we’re held up in customs for some strange reason,” Lyn said with concern.

			“Clever idea, hon, there are folks already thinking the same,” I replied, seeing passengers hoisting themselves up and making their way to the restrooms.

			Fortunately for us, the restrooms were right in front of us. Lyn was in and out lickety-split and was back seated, buckling up and preparing for our landing. It was now dusk, verging into darkness and judging the interior lights of the airport. It was huge! Its exterior lights only enhance it that much more. I could make out the silhouettes of parked commercial airliners. There had to be 40-plus for sure.
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			Money Can’t Buy Happiness. But It Can Buy a Flight to Hong Kong … and That’s Practically the Same Thing.

			We finally came to a stop at our arrival gate. I got up, retrieved the carry-on bags, and decided to carry them, giving Lyn more leeway to negotiate the walk up the tunnel and into the terminal. Once there, security personnel directed us to the customs area to open our carry-ons for inspection. We hit our second snag. The sizes of our shampoo, conditioner, body wash, and mouthwash bottles exceeded the allowed amount we could have in person. Who knew? So, they were confiscated. But we weren’t troubled. Rules are rules in the country you visit, c’est la vie.

			“No drama, hon, now we have an excuse to shop,” I told Lyn as we headed into the security area and went through the rigmarole of the scanners.

			Once we had gotten past that, we were officially in Hong Kong. There were seas of passengers in a hurry seeking the proper flight boards for information. There were line-ups to shops, cafés, and even a movie theatre. The many bars we saw seemed occupied by tourists like us. We found a chemist’s shop and purchased our new toiletries as required by the protocol. We stopped at the currency exchange booth to switch $500 Aussie dollars to the Renminbi or Yuan dollars, depending on the political mood of the day. Today, it was Yaun, and the exchange rate was 5 Yuan to an Aussie dollar. Woohoo, we’re rich! But we realized prices are exorbitant in a terminal with international travelers. For example, a small Cappuccino costs ten Aussie dollars (50 Yuan). Argg!

			As I mentioned earlier, crowds of travelers flowed this way and that way. Many were of a visible minority, speaking in their mother tongue. Some were passing through like us, and some were coming home. All assembled here at Hong Kong International Airport, and what an international swirl it was. Yet we were all under the benevolence of an Asian mystic with its colorful costume, artistry, and calligraphy. We had no choice but to draw out our iPhones and capture this moment forever.

			We later located our departure gate and sat down. We had another 30 minutes before they started boarding. Lyn texted her sister and sent her some photos she had just taken. I did the same with my family and friends. We noticed the waiting area had filled when we put our phones away. I thought we were looking at about one hundred passengers or so. Cool, I thought. We’re going to have lots of room. I would later find out I was wrong!

			“Welcome to Cathay Pacific flight 2376 to Toronto. Please proceed to the departure desk and have your proper documents ready. Thank you”

			I assumed the hundred or so passengers got up and went around a partition to line up. Lyn and I waited a bit longer before we got up and followed them. This young man was sitting by the division, waving his hand to draw my attention.

			 

			“I wouldn’t bother, mate,” he said.

			“Bother what?” I asked curiously, staring at him.

			He smiled and said, “Have a look, mate.”

			I peeked around the partition and was flabbergasted. There were well over three hundred passengers in lines of three to four abreast, with suitcases, carry-ons, boxes, and packages.

			“Holy shit!” I cried out.

			“I warned you, mate,” The young man re-emphasized.

			“Yes, you did, and thanks,” I replied, guiding Lyn back to our seating area.

			We sat and watched the slow parade making its way into the tunnel. Sometimes, it would become stagnant to the point of no movement at all. Then, after a moment or two, it would slowly shuffle along. Finally, it came down to a few stragglers entering the tunnel, including our ‘mate,’ who forewarned us. Once on the plane, the flight attendant directed us to our seats. Lyn sat down while I put away our carry-on in the overhead compartment. As I sat down, I noticed the seats were slightly more spacious than Qantas, but this ship was almost twice the size.

			“Well, the next stop is Canada,” I said excitedly.

			“Yes, it is, and how do you feel about that? “Lyn asked.

			“Well, you know, ‘Comme ci Comme ca,’ I said, a little excited and apprehensive.”

			“Understandable, dear.”

			“And how about yourself, hon? You look a little ill,” I asked concerningly.

			“You noticed that, too, huh? I’m not sure yet, but I’ll keep an eye on it.”

			“Well, we have about 15 hours of flying time ahead. Hopefully, you get some rest.”

			“I should, and besides, we have a 3-day stay in Toronto that will help.”

			“Yes, it will, along with getting over the jet lag.”

			Yes, it would be a 15-hour flight, so Lyn and I made a few parameters: We will watch what movie we want when we want, and sleep whenever needed without disturbance. The rest of our activities will be applied as we see fit.

			Our screen alerted us to listen to the pre-flight safety instructions. Lyn and I put on our headphones and listened. While they went through their safety speech, we were pushed back onto the apron and taxied to the runway. After a wide turn, we stopped for a few seconds while the engines revved.

			“Prepare for takeoff,” Came the announcement.

			Then we charged down the runway. Engines were screaming, and G forces pushed us back into our seats. I held Lyn’s hand. Then, whoosh! We were airborne and climbing quickly.

			In no time, we reached our cruising speed and headed towards Canada. The flight was relatively smooth, with bumps and choppy air, but no real dramas. Lyn was still not feeling well, but she was sleeping okay. We were grateful that we packed some Tylenol Extra Strength, which seemed to be helping.

			Our meals arrived, but Lyn opted for soup and toast. On the other hand, I was hungry like a bear, so I had a proper dinner.

			 

			Then for the duration of the flight, we’d watch movies, listen to music, chat about things, sleep, and take walks up and down the aisles.

			 

			Sometimes Lyn would feel warm and flustered, and other times calm and collected. It was a seesaw affair she was having with something ailing her. I could only watch out for her and assist if needed. I wasn’t getting any sleep; if I did, I wouldn’t know about it. I was awakened by Lyn’s hand shaking my shoulder. I straightened up in my seat, looking at Lyn wide-eyed.

			“Are you alright?” I asked with concern.

			“Yes, I’m feeling a bit better now but still have that warmish head feeling. I may have picked up the flu bug in Hong Kong.”

			“Yikes! Ok, that makes sense now. We have three days in Toronto to rest up, which should help.”

			“Yes, it should, but that’s not why I woke you.”

			“No?”

			“No. I woke you because we are in Canada; we just flew over the Rockies,” Lyn said joyfully.
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			To the Daves, I Know in Toronto. Well, One Anyway.

			It was in the early evening when we touched down in Toronto, and we’re happy about that, let me tell you. It had been a series of long flights, and we were done with it finally.

			As we disembarked and made our way through the tunnel into the terminal, we felt the temperature of the Northern Hemisphere for the first time. It was cold even for me.

			We passed through Canadian customs and were met with a more relaxed security procedure. They understood Lyn’s predicament and sort of ushered us through. They even told us what number of carousels we should be at to retrieve our luggage. (This wasn’t done in the other countries.)

			I located a luggage cart as we waited for our suitcases to show up. I didn’t want Lyn to lug her suitcase in the state she was in. Though she won’t complain, to make sure I enjoyed my visit at home, I made it my mission that we both enjoy our vacation. Our suitcases were spotted, and I edged closer to the carousel, grabbed them, and placed them on the cart.

			We followed the exit signs until we were outdoors, and that’s when Lyn came face to face with coldness for the first time. There would be other firsts to come.

			“Good God! It’s freaking cold!” Lyn exclaimed.

			“Yes, it is, but we’re going another 900 kilometers further north, where I know it will be colder.”

			“Well, as I said in Adelaide, let’s prepare for the frigid north.” Lyn laughed and wrapped her scarf snuggly around her face.

			I hailed a cab—well, it was more like the cab hailed us. There were hundreds of them out there, all offering their services. One cabbie ran to our luggage cart and put our suitcases in the trunk.

			“Well, I guess we’ll take that cab then,” I told Lyn, shrugging my shoulders.

			“I guess we are, hon.”

			Getting out of the cold and into a warm vehicle was excellent. I knew Lyn appreciated it.

			“Where to, sir?” the cabbie asked.

			“To the Skydome Hotel, please,” I said.

			“Right, you are, sir.”

			It was a twenty-minute drive to the hotel; it was now dark, and there was not much to see but skyscrapers lighting the night. We were drained, so we just sat back and accepted the jet lag doing its thing. When we arrived, the cabbie grabbed one of the suitcases and me the other and entered the lobby. I paid for the cab, checked in at the hotel, and went to our room posthaste. We were so looking forward to a comfy bed.

			Once we stepped inside, we were shocked by its spaciousness and brightness. Everything was so immaculate. The windows were floor-to-ceiling, with a magnificent view of the CN Tower across the street. We dropped our luggage on the floor and dove on the bed. We lay there, not wanting this moment to end. It felt so right.

			“Tell you what, hon, let me run a bath for you. It’ll do you wonders.”

			“Oh, that would be fantastic! Thanks for that, dear.”

			“No worries, and in the meantime, I’ll shower.”

			I hopped out of bed, went to the bathroom, and turned on the tub and shower. I waited until Lyn’s right water temperature and returned to the room. I opened the closet to get the folding table and place our luggage. Also hanging in the closet were a set of white bathrobes.

			“Hey, hon! We have bathrobes.”

			“Oh great. I want to get out of these grubby clothes anyway.”

			I tossed Lyn her robe, joined her by the bed, removed my clothes, and headed to the shower. Lyn did the same and put on her robe. It was going to be a few minutes before her tub was ready. The shower was a godsend. I leaned under the shower head, hands against the wall, dropping my head and letting the warm water wash away my travelling blues. When I was finally finished, Lyn was soaking blissfully in her tub with a damp facecloth covering her eyes. I looked at her momentarily, happy that she was finally having her moment, which I assumed was doing wonders for her soul.

			I slipped on my robe and lay on the bed, contemplating events that had just happened in the last 24 hours: I had decided to come here, leaving Paddy back home, flying halfway across the world, seeing family and friends for the first time in over 20 years, and hoping Lyn would fare well despite her flu.

			“What are you thinking about Henry?” Lyn asked, coming out of the bathroom in her robe. “You look like you’re in deep thought.”

			 

			“Oh, nothing. I’m just happy that we are here. Oh, how was that bath?”

			“Oh yes, it was wonderful!”

			“Cool. Are you hungry? Do you want to do room service?”

			“No, I’m okay. Perhaps a glass of wine and off to bed for me. I don’t think this jet lag will interfere with my sleep.”

			“Alrighty then, let’s see what’s in the mini bar.”

			And lo and behold, there was wine. I poured each of us a glass and made a toast.

			“Welcome to Canada, Lyn. I’m glad you’re here with me.”

			“And I’m glad to be with you here in Canada. Cheers.”

			“Cheers.”

			We clinked glasses and savored the wine, the night, and our company.

			That night before retiring, I opened my laptop and told all our Facebook families and friends that we were in Toronto and would look forward to meeting them in a few days. Later, I texted David and told him where we were staying.

			He texted back. “That’s great. What time should I come by?”

			“Not too early. How about eleven?”

			“Sounds great. Looking forward to seeing you guys.”

			“And we’re looking forward to seeing you.”

			I cuddled up to Lyn and told her about the text and that I was meeting with David the next day. She acknowledged, rolled over to her side, and drifted asleep. I draped my arm over her shoulder, thinking of tomorrow, then closed my eyes.

			We awoke simultaneously, perhaps because of the daylight that filled our room.

			“What time is it, hon?” Lyn asked.

			“Let’s see,” As I grabbed my phone from the nightstand. “9:30, hon.”

			“And what time is your friend coming over?”

			“About 11.”

			“Oh, that’s good. Gives us some time to have a coffee and grab something to eat.”

			“You’re not wrong there, hon.”

			We dressed and entered the lobby with a Starbucks right by the entrance. How did we miss that when we checked in?

			“Are you all right with Starbucks, hon?” I asked.

			“Of course, let’s go in.”

			I went to the counter and placed our orders while Lyn located a comfy booth. When I joined her, I asked if she was feeling better, and she said she was better than that ocean crossing flight but still feeling a bit lightheaded.

			“Okay, but let me know if it worsens, and we’ll figure something out.”

			“I will, hon, but don’t you worry. I’ll be fine.”

			“Orders for a Henry!” Came a cry from behind the counter.

			“That’s us. I’ll be right back.”

			When I returned, I placed Lyn’s order before her and sat down. I can’t recall what we had to eat, but the coffee was good. We then decided to indulge in a proper meal when the opportunity presented itself. This prophecy would be forthcoming later that day.

			 

			We enjoyed our coffee while gazing out the window at what looked like a cold wintry morning. How the people were bundled up, and the exhaust fumes hanging in the air brought us to that conclusion. Another reason was to keep an eye on David, for it was already 11 am.

			“Are you going to recognize him when he shows? “Lyn asked.

			“Oh yeah, no problem there. David hasn’t changed much. Perhaps an older appearance and a little heavier like most of us when we age.”

			I then showed Lyn a recent picture of David on my timeline.

			“He doesn’t look that old, Henry. You have more grey hair than he does.” Lyn claimed.

			“You’re not wrong there, hon,” I said, returning the phone to my side of the table.

			I was about to say something to Lyn when I saw a figure walk by the window.

			“It’s him! “I said elatedly.

			“Are you sure?”

			 

			“Oh yes, I’m sure.”

			Even though I hadn’t seen David in over 35 years, I knew it was him in that fraction of a second. I turned to face the entrance when a figure entered Starbucks wearing a thick blue sweater with a darker blue featherdown vest, dress pants with black winter shoes, and on his head looked to be a beaver hat. But it was his Asian facial features and glasses that sparked recognition.

			“David!” I shouted. “Over here!”

			A big grin came suddenly on his face as he walked towards us. I immediately jumped up and met him halfway.

			“How’s it going, David?” I asked, reaching my hand out.

			“Good, Good, Henry, how about you?” David asked, accepting my hand.

			“I’m better now, Dave. I’m glad you could make it. Have a seat here, and I’ll introduce you to my wife, Lyn.”

			I put an arm around David, walked him to our table, introduced him to Lyn, and sat down. Lyn reached out her hand to David and exchanged pleasantries.

			“You haven’t changed much in all these years, Henry,” David said when he turned to talk to me.

			“And you haven’t either,” I replied, telling David that just a few moments ago, I only saw a glimpse of him walking by the window and I knew immediately who it was.

			 

			We then settled back and asked David what he would like to have. He replied that Green Tea would be fine, and with that, we chatted about why we were here, our life in Australia, and how Lyn and I met. Then, I changed the subject and started to talk about our days in Hearst.

			 

			The people we knew and still stay in touch with, the crazy and wild things we did and saw.

			 

			But there was a serious moment in our conversation about Hearst’s historical past. Mr. Chase. Mr. Chase was a teacher, a mentor, and a friend to many who crossed his path. He affected our lives so positively with his teachings, that they still hold true today.

			“He sounds like a wonderful man,” Lyn said captivated by our story.

			‘Yes, he was.” David replied.

			“Hey, Dave! Remember that favorite line of his?” I asked.

			“Ah, no, not off hand.”

			“Don’t be so pugnacious, obnoxious, and rambunctious.”

			Dave laughed aloud. “Yes, yes, I do remember that. Wow, I can hear him saying it now”!

			Then Dave and Lyn started conversing, and there was no stopping their chatter. I thought we might be here all day because floodgates busted open, especially concerning Lyn’s 30 years as a Naturopath practitioner and David’s knowledge of Chinese Medicine! After a second round of hot beverages, I was about to derail this conversation and return to our vacation plans. But it was here that David came to the rescue.

			“Hey, you guys want to go to Niagara Falls?” David asked.

			Lyn and I looked at each other and back at David. “Hell Yeah!”

			This was very unexpected. I never had plans to take Lyn to Niagara Falls, and now this opportunity was before us. David had made us an offer we couldn’t refuse.

			“Cool, I have my car parked out front. We could go right now!”

			“Sounds good. Lyn and I will go to our room, grab our coats and gloves, and be right down.”

			“Okay, I’ll have the car parked at the front door.”

			As we were putting on our coats, I asked Lyn. “How good is that?”

			“For sure. It will be the first time I have seen Niagara Falls up close. I only seen it on the telly.”

			“Yes, it should be fun and exciting for us.”

			 

			While outdoors, Dave was waiting in his car, the engine running. Just that short jaunt to his car from the lobby entrance made us feel cold, and we looked forward to the warmth of the KIA. Without considering what I was doing, I went to the car, opened the door, and was about to sit down when David said.

			“Hey! What the hell are you doing?”

			That’s when I realized I was on the driver’s side of the car, not the passenger side like it is in Australia.

			“Sorry, Dave. Old habits.”

			I then ran to the other side and got in. Lyn was in the back, getting warm and chuckling. After that little faux pas, we pulled away from the parking lot and went down one street with a turn here and a turn there; in no time, we were merging onto a major highway: the Queen Elizabeth Way or the QE, as the locals call it.

			We saw kilometer signs posting distances to all the cities along the way. Our destination was 130 kilometers away, so Lyn and I relaxed and let Dave drive, and we were glad he did. I would have had a hell of a time negotiating traffic since I’ve been operating on the opposite side of the road for the last 20 years. We took in the view of industrial areas, farmlands, and vineyards. There were patches of snow here and there, but nothing too serious that impressed Lyn except for one thing—fishing huts.

			“Is that what I think it is?” Lyn asked, pointing to the fishing huts along the shore.

			“Yes, they are, hon,” I replied.

			“Oh, how cool is that? I’ve only seen them in movies.”

			“Do you want to get a closer look so you can take pictures? “David asked.

			“Oh no, that’s fine, David. Seeing them in real life is good enough for me, thanks.” Lyn replied.

			“Okay then,” David replied and continued driving.

			Traffic was pretty light, and we were moving at a fair clip down the ‘QE,’ keeping up with traffic, I say. (Lyn hates that). Anyway, I was impressed by this little car and its driving capabilities.

			“So, you have a highway named after the queen?” Lyn asked aloud.

			“I’m not sure if it is from our present queen, and I do recall reading somewhere that it was named after the queen’s mother,” I replied.

			“How about it, Dave? Does that sound correct to you? “I asked, knowing Dave had no interest in its origin.

			 

			“How in the hell should I know?” David replied curtly.

			We all laughed and continued our travels, chitchatting about this and that. In no time at all, we were entering Niagara Falls city limits. Niagara Falls is a popular tourist destination attracting millions of visitors each year, but since this is March, we had the town practically to ourselves. There was ample parking and no line-ups for the shops, restaurants, or tourist attraction venues.

			Lyn was beside herself and couldn’t get over the view of the falls. “It’s just jaw-dropping,” She would say. I pointed to where the American Falls were, but she wasn’t impressed. Her attention reverted to the Canadian side. The avid photographer David took fantastic photos of us two with the falls in the backdrop and the surrounding scenery.

			 

			We wandered here and there in David’s KIA, for there was no traffic to speak of, and parking spots weren’t an issue. Some souvenir shops were open, so Lyn bought a few items to bring back home for her relatives. David suggested we should visit the Floral Gardens, and Lyn was keen. Dave was obviously in for the photographs. I’m on vacation and traveled halfway across the world, so seeing flowers wasn’t high on my must-do list, but a ‘happy wife means’, well; you know the rest.

			When we first entered the Floral Showcase, I must admit that the wide variety and beautiful arrangements took me aback. Very unexpected indeed. There were flowers from Australia, and I can’t recall their names, but Lyn knew them. We took photos, grabbed brochures, and wandered outside to see this miniature village that one of the brochures advertised. I was stunned. Victorian-style homes made to scale in authentic detail. Even the shrubs and trees bordering alongside the homes were precisely to scale. They had a small train running around a pond, playing Christmas songs as it rolled by. (They haven’t changed the tape) A tree house area seemed to be entirely in its element. Little homes on tree branches were utterly different from the norm but natural. Here Dave, Lyn and I took some photos. What a morning we were having. It was perfect.

			The hours went by without a sense of time. It was oblivious to us, but we were getting hungry and thought of returning to our hotel.

			“I know this great Chinese restaurant that you guys would like,” David said.

			“That sounds good, Dave. You have our trust, but don’t you dare pay for anything? It’s our treat, okay?” I replied.

			“All right, then. I must call the restaurant, for they close at 5 pm. and reopen at 7 pm”

			I looked at my phone; it was 3:45. We must get a wiggle on. We jumped in the car, and we were off to the races. I was still impressed by the performance of this KIA. Lyn was a little concerned about the speeds but kept it to herself. And I dare not say we were, ‘driving to the flow of traffic.’

			 

			As we got closer to our destination, David called ahead, letting them know how far away we were. The conversation was in Cantonese. David ended the conversation, turned to us with a thumbs up, and said we’re good. He reduced his speed, and Lyn became more relaxed, which rubbed off on me.

			We finally arrived at a restaurant called The Lobster Pot, and judging from the outside appearance, it looked alarmingly expensive.

			At first thought, I was glad I had upped our credit card day limit from $1000.00 to $1600.00. Not that I was going to spend anything near that, but I felt more confident as we walked inside.

			Lyn and I were immediately in a state of amazement at its interior. It was an eye-opener, to say the least. The whole area was well illuminated and had a very authentic Chinese flare with Asian symbols scattered among the wall space. It was very special.

			 

			It had the right amount of bamboo stocks and decorative miniature trees to make one feel welcome to another custom. The tables and chairs were very posh, and all positioned on beautiful gleaming parquet floors.

			The background music was charming enough. Lyn and I felt a bit out of place for a moment, for we were the only non-Asians on the premises, but that feeling soon disappeared when David nudged up beside us.

			“Follow me, guys,” David beckoned.

			We followed David, and David followed the maître d’ to our table. As we were walking, I glanced at some of the patrons’ orders. I then gave Lyn a thumbs-up, and she returned the gesture. We knew we were about to experience an unforgettable feast.

			Our server spoke little English, and our menu was in Cantonese, so Dave did all the ordering. He picked the lobster, the house special. Lyn and I had the opportunity to pick one out, but we declined. We didn’t have the heart to select the one to be cooked alive. (I’m glad we didn’t give them names.) We also had the traditional side dishes of Snow Pea Leaf, fried rice, chow mein, and assorted Dim Sims.

			We started with the house soup. It was delicious! It was hearty and healthy, made with Chinese mushrooms, pork, and herbs. When we finished our soup, the lobsters fried in garlic and chilli and cooked to perfection came next. With each bite of the lobster tail, the juices escaped. The whole dish lay on a bed of crispy fried fish, which the Chinese call ‘bak faan yu.’

			“It means white fish rice,” David informed us.

			God, that was a feast. What I liked about the ordeal was that plastic gloves were provided to keep our hands clean and seafood forks to make digging out the meat easier. We never finished the mounds of food before us, but we made a significant dent. Around that time, a few waiters cleaned up our table. David was conversing with one of them, and then they all left.

			 

			“Well, was that good? “David asked.

			“Come on, Dave, are you kidding? You’ll have to get some staff members with trolly carts to wheel us to the car. Of course, it was good! “I replied.

			“Oh yes, Dave, the best meal on this trip. Thank you for bringing us here.” Lyn said.

			“Okay. I ordered us some green tea—the real kind, mind you—and dessert.”

			“Dessert! Oh my, not sure if I can fit it in, David,” Lyn replied quickly.

			I didn’t say anything, for Lyn had that covered. How would we fit the desert in when we can barely move?

			“Not to worry, after we finish our green tea, we will have Chinese Goji Jello, and you know there’s always room for Jello,” David said laughingly.

			“You’re right, David. We do know.” I replied with a grin.

			The green tea was splendid, and it complemented the Jello nicely. The adage was still valid: ‘There’s always room for Jello.’ After we finished our feast, Lyn and I managed to rise from our seats and waddle toward one of the cashiers.

			When I saw the bill, I was amazed at how inexpensive it was. I was looking for at least $400, but the bill totaled $275. Barring the exquisite restaurant, excellent food, and service, this was a bargain. Before leaving, I mentioned this to Dave. “You can take care of the tip, for you know what they say.”

			“What?” Dave replied, puzzled.

			“There’s always room for tips, “I replied with a huge grin.

			David returned us to our hotel, and Lyn and I thanked him for such a fascinating day. I then told David we should get together again when we returned from our visit from Hearst and Saskatoon because we have about a 12-hour layover before we fly out to Hong Kong. He said, ‘That would be great for my wife, Virginia, and me. We would love to have you over for dinner.’”

			“Well, it’s a date then, Dave,” I told him, and we all shared goodbye hugs. Dave drove off. Lyn and I went to our room, unbuttoned our pants, and collapsed on the bed. We were stuffed!
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			I was Told the Music Died on Young St.

			The next morning, we had the entire day to do a bit of sightseeing in the downtown core of Toronto, but first, we had to get out of bed, which wasn’t going to be an easy task. First, we slept on top of the covers without removing our clothing. Second, we still felt bloated from the feast we had last night and weren’t too keen on getting out of bed. And third, the view from our window looked cold with the blowing snow.

			“Oh man, what a feed we had last night. It sure knocked us around some,” I relayed to Lyn as I got out of bed.

			“You’re not kidding. I never sleep with my clothes on unless I am extremely sick or very drunk.”

			“I hear you. Do you want to use the bathroom first?”

			“Yes, I better because you’ll stink it up.”

			“And you won’t?”

			“Of course not. I’m a girl,” Lyn replied, laughing while entering the bathroom.

			I removed my slept-in clothes, slipped on the bathrobe, and waited for Lyn to finish her business. I heard the shower come on and thought, “Damn, it will be another 10 minutes or so. I can’t wait.” I quickly removed my robe, slipped into sweatpants and shirt, and dashed to the lobby. When you’ve got to go, you’ve got to go!

			When I returned, Lyn was already out and dressed.

			“How do you feel now, hon?” I asked.

			“Oh, much better and much lighter.” Lyn laughed.

			“I know what you mean. I had to use the public toilet in the lobby.”

			“Oh, that’s where you went. I thought you were getting a newspaper to have something to read in the dunny.”

			“No need. The newspapers were supplied in there,” I said, winking at Lyn.

			I undressed, hopped in the shower, and took in the warmth of the water as it washed over me. I thought of what we should be doing today. Lyn had just set foot in Toronto two nights ago, and I wanted to show her some iconic spots. Well, it is iconic to me. The ones I was thinking of and hoping to get there were the CN Tower, Eaton’s Center, The World’s Biggest Bookstore, and Sam the Record Man.

			“We can only try,” I told myself as I toweled off.

			I entered the room and dressed back in my sweats. Lyn was sitting by the bed reading the tourist brochures.

			“How’s your flu situation, Lyn?” I asked.

			“Still there, but it’s not bad.”

			“Okay. Let me know if you get the shivers or anything.”

			“I will, Henry, so what will we be seeing or doing today?”

			“I have a bit of an itinerary, but let’s play it by ear and go with the flow.”

			“Sounds good.”

			“First, let’s go to that restaurant on our floor, have coffee and maybe toast.”

			“Yeah, the toast will be pushing it, but coffee most definitely.”

			We left our room, followed the Sky dome floor plans, and found our restaurant. We sat by the window in full view of the Blue Jays Stadium. There wasn’t much going on, but a few maintenance crews were doing their thing. Lyn wasn’t aware of the Toronto Blue Jays, for baseball isn’t a massive thing in Australia, but she was captivated by the enormities of the stadium. When our coffee arrived, Lyn asked the waiter about this place, and why not ask him because obviously, he works there!

			The waiter gave Lyn a well-informed and concise history of the Blue Jays, Sky dome, and the city of Toronto’s involvement. Hell, there were things of which I wasn’t even aware. We thanked him for sharing all those exciting facts, finished our coffee, and returned to our room.

			“Well, where do we start first, Henry? “Lyn asked, doing her bundling-up impersonation for the frigid north.

			“Since the CN Tower is next door, I thought we’d start there.”

			“Ahhh yeah, okay,” Lyn replied skeptically.

			“Is there something wrong? “I asked, sensing her tone.

			“Well, with this flu and going up to such a great high, I’m afraid I might experience some kind of vertigo.”

			“Not to worry, hon. How about once we get there? We’ll find a souvenir shop, so you have proof that you were in the CN Tower.”

			“Thanks for understanding, you’re the best.”

			“So are you, hon.”

			After rectifying that issue, we ventured outdoors, crossed the street, and approached the Tower. While doing so, we tilted our heads so that our necks were straining to see the top.

			“Whew! I am glad we’re not going up there. I’m feeling a bit queasy already.” Lyn said.

			“That’s okay. Are you feeling cold?”

			“A little bit, but we just got outside. It shouldn’t be long before I climatize.”

			“Cool, and don’t mind the pun. Let’s go inside and check it out.”

			“Yes, let’s.”

			We entered the CN Tower and browsed. Lyn found a gift shop and purchased a few items, including a miniature Tower. Lyn then inquired about the long lines to the elevators.

			“I guess they’re all going to the top to view the city,” Lyn surmised.

			“That and then some, I’m sure, have reservations at the restaurant.”

			“A restaurant! Wow! That view must be impressive.”

			That’s not the half of it. The restaurant rotates 360 degrees every 70 minutes.”

			“Oh my god! Really?”

			“Hence the moniker the 360 Restaurant.”

			“Aww, now I feel bad I’m not up to par to go up there.”

			“Not to worry, hon. Hey, at least you have one in your shopping bag.”

			 

			“You’re so right,” as she hoisted the miniature Tower out of the bag and held it up proudly.

			“Speaking of shopping bags, I want to treat you to a shopping experience at Toronto’s largest
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