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            "The girl I used to love lives in this yellow house

Yesterday she passed me by, she doesn't want to know me now."

--The Who, "The Real Me'

 

"But I won't cry for yesterday, there's an ordinary world somehow I have to find

And as I try to make my way to the ordinary world, I will learn to survive."

--Duran Duran, "Ordinary World" 
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Chapter 1
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MONDAY, JANUARY 12, 2004, 10:55 a.m.

Is it normal to want to kill your friends?

“Open up, John!” Donny cried, banging on my front door. “It's been three days. And this time we’re not friggin’ leaving!”

He'd been banging on and off for an hour. Persistent and crazy and caring, that was Donny Love in a nutshell. The only reason he and Norb and Tony knew I was home was because they’d seen me peering through a crack in the living room drapes. Yesterday, I’d made the same stupid mistake.

I really did want to kill these guys, but only temporarily, just long enough so I could fix my shit, uninterrupted. I sank back into my living room couch. I kicked an empty beer can and watched it roll along the carpet and join the pile of Lay’s sour cream and onion chip bags, empty Haagen Daz ice cream cartons, and greasy Aurora Pizzeria boxes. The pile of crap reminded me of a funeral pyre, one I couldn’t wait to set on fire and dive right into.

I swigged hard from a bottle of Ouzo.

I should have been grateful my friends were trying to help me, but I wasn’t. That had never been our deal. They knew I was a lone wolf. Besides, and I don’t mean to sound arrogant, but they couldn’t fix me—I was way smarter and more well-read. And, no, Norb’s comic-book reading didn’t count as real reading, and Donny had grown bored with books and hadn’t finished one in years, and Tony only read Hot Rod Magazine, whereas I read psychology texts and serious literature, and could easily have gone to university if I’d wanted, so, yeah, I was definitely the only one smart enough to fix me. Over the years, I’d done just that, and sometimes with great success.

I’m also a lot like my dad—stubborn and resourceful. That’s how he turned a hole-in-the-wall shit box into a successful Greek restaurant.

I’m also complicated. So, yeah, my friends had zero chance of fixing me. And what they didn’t understand is that a real man fixes his own shit, alone. Of all people, Tony should understand that.

I breathed deeply, trying to shake off my pride, which, as always, was wasted effort.

Against my better judgement, I crept into the dining room at the back of the house and peered through the gap in the curtains. I half-expected eagle-eye Donny to be peering back at me, but he wasn’t there.

Instead, there was good ol’ Norb, his breath misting the cold air like steam off a boiled egg. Behind him was the snow-laden shopping cart I hadn’t bothered to return.

My insides cinched—it really touched me that Norb was so concerned for me, that any of my friends were. They were missing work to come check up on me.

Shame burned inside my chest. This was all my fault. My out-of-character behaviour had ripped them away from their responsibilities.

“Go home, Norb, I work alone!”

“John, we know you work alone,” he peeped. “Just please open up so we can see you're okay. Then we’ll go, I promise. Scout’s honour!” The fool even saluted. What the hell? 

“I'm fine!” I roared, my voice rattling the glasses in the kitchen sink. “Now hit the road or I’ll call the cops!”

I backed away from the drapes and crossed my arms in determination.

Norb was mumbling something, but I stood my ground. I could outwait them all. The benefit of living alone was that no one could come in, if I didn’t let them. But I hadn’t always been alone.

Seventeen years earlier, a year into marital bliss, my wife Sophia had suddenly walked out on me, without a word of explanation. The next day, her lawyer had couriered me divorce papers. To say I was in a total state of shock would be the understatement of the century. 

I’d tried to call her cell phone but it was no longer in service. Apparently, she’d planned it that way. I was devastated.

The worst part was not knowing why she’d left. I’d spent days doing a forensic analysis of our lives together. Other than the occasional argument over me leaving a mess in the kitchen, I’d thought we were golden. The sex had been great, too, and we’d laughed a lot.

So, basically, no warning. And zero chance for me to make things right, whatever those things were. I’d begged her parents and brother for her contact info, but, out of loyalty, they wouldn’t give it to me. I loved the Andonis family. They’d treated me like a son. So, I’d not only lost the love of my life, but my second family, too.

A week after Sophia dumped me, rage set fire to my heartbreak, and I found myself hiring a lawyer. We asked for the house and Sophia just let me have it. Guilt? I fucking hoped so! For the sake of my mental health, I should have sold the house and started over. But I didn’t, because I wanted to punish her for leaving me. Sick, right? And the really sick part chose to live with the ghosts of us, flitting around in our marital home.

Obviously, I never got over Sophia. I never stopped loving her, despite my bitterness. So, the big question is this: How sick is a guy who keeps loving someone who ripped out his heart a lifetime ago?

Now, at the thought of my ex-wife, hot flames grew inside my skull. I fell into a familiar pattern of ruminating. Thinking of all the Wayne Dyer books I’d read over the years, I stood outside myself and witnessed myself having Sophia thoughts, then I sent myself all the love I could muster in my depressed state. Slowly, some of my pride and anger dissipated. I focused on my breathing. For the moment, I felt peaceful.

Just two days earlier, I’d dug up the “Just Married” sign that we’d taped to our car and strung it across the front window of my house, hoping that Sophia or someone she knew would drive by and see it. Then she’d realize just how much she’d screwed me up.

Putting up the sign was ludicrous, I know, but I was hurting, my house was haunted, and I was the stunted, idiot monster brooding inside it.

“Open up, John!” Tony growled, hammering on the basement window. “Or I'll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow your frickin’ house down!”

I whipped open the drapes and shouted, “Everyone go the fuck home and leave me alone! I’m fine!” The guys were gawping at me, like they’d never seen a guy hanging out in his underwear. I gave them the finger, then went back to the couch and swigged some more Ouzo.

“Fuck the self-help bullshit!” I shrieked, kicking Your Sacred Self to the floor. I guzzled the rest of the booze and gasped as it burned my throat. “Witness that, Wayne Dyer!” 

Just because I struggled with my own emotions didn’t mean I didn’t have any for anybody else. I sure as hell did. Case in point, the time Donny slunk back to Hamilton and visited me at the restaurant. He’d wanted to see if I was content running the family business instead of chasing my dreams, like he had. I’d invited him to my house and showed him my basement dance studio, so he’d know a man can still dream and also lead a normal life. Also, lately, I’d been kinder to Norb. I rarely called him Eggie anymore. He’d earned my respect when he’d bravely swung off the bowling alley roof and defeated The Screw. Plus, he was now married with a child. The urge to be sarcastic was still there, but I’d found a way to heave back on it before I said something stupid. It was exhausting work, but so far, so good.

After the divorce, my sarcasm sank to new depths. No one was safe from my digs. And, worse, I’d pasted a smile on my face, and bought only the most stylish of clothes, as if that would distract everyone from my damaged state. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d worn jeans.

“What’s with the fancy duds?” Donny often said. “You’re obviously over-compensating for what Sophia did to you. You should get some help with that, brother.” And I’d snap back with,

“How’s the music career coming, Donny?” Or, “Still married, bud?” Or “You’re a psychologist now? Congrats, man.” But Donny was right—I just couldn’t stop.

I’d always been proud, but after my divorce my pride became toxic.

Two years after Sophia dumped me, desperate to escape and understand my pain, I’d enrolled in Psychology 101 at McMaster University. Although I’d found the concepts fascinating, they’d given me no relief from the memories of the woman I’d loved so deeply and openly and profoundly—the books hadn’t taught me how to apply the concepts to real life. Total waste of time and money.

Fortunately, Norb’s wife Morag had turned me on to self-help books, especially by Wayne Dyer, and I’d borrow all his books and devour them. Finally, I’d found practical psychological techniques to help me cope.

But once they started working, I’d stop reading, and inevitably Sophia would show up in my head and I’d hit the books again to flush her out. But sometimes I let her stay because it was better than being alone. Sick, sick, sick.

This latest crisis of mine had started three days earlier, when I’d done something shocking. Like a zombie, I’d found myself walking out of the family restaurant during a busy dinner shift. I’d bunkered down like a slob inside my normally immaculate home, determined to once-and-for-all find a way to kick Sophia out of my head. I’d cranked the thermostat and stripped down to my underwear.

Now, I went to the fridge, grabbed a five-litre tub of Death by Chocolate ice cream and flopped back on the couch. Depression was the greatest excuse to binge eat. Since nothing else mattered, why not kill yourself with ice cream?

I hadn’t shaved in ages. I didn’t care. I stunk. I hadn’t brushed my teeth. Again, didn’t care. And I didn’t care that I didn’t care. At the last minute, I’d cancelled today’s salsa class at Lyle’s Academy, and I never did that, unless I was sick, and I was rarely sick.

My cell phone rang, startling me. It was Donny. He’d already called me three times that morning. Once again, I let it go to voice mail. I knew I’d pick up next time to let him know I was still alive. Ma and my sister Amara had dropped off a pamphlet with a bunch of crisis hotline phone numbers. I’d done my best to reassure them, through the front door, that I didn’t need to go to the hospital.

This morning, pissed off, I group-emailed my family and friends and ordered them to leave me the fuck alone, because if they didn’t, I’d burn down my house with me in it. Then, I’d added a smiley face, so they’d think I was only kidding, which I sure as hell wasn’t.

Then I’d added a P.S., saying I was a big boy capable of handling his own problems, and so not to worry, I’d explain everything later. It was a real crap email, I know, but the last thing I wanted around me was people who loved me.

On the tv, an infomercial salesman who bore an uncanny resemblance to Donny was trying to sell me diamonds. Anything to do with diamonds reminded me of Sophia—she’d loved jewelry.

I tried to forget her by stuffing a huge spoonful of ice cream in my mouth, praying for a diabetic coma and a quick death. Instead, I got brain freeze.

I'd just scarfed some potato chips when a bizarre sight bumped me up off the couch. The chips flew out of my mouth as I cried, “What the fuck, Love? Are you shitting me?”

Up through an ancient heating grate, he’d popped his head like a jack-in-the box.

Melting snow drizzled through his thick, reddish-brown hair. Weirdly, he was wearing Allison’s pink ski jacket, a Santa hat and a thick green scarf. He was a demented Christmas elf!

“Love, you broke into my house? What the hell, man!”

“Thong underwear, Johnny?” Donny started to laugh. “Super sexy!”

I tried to whack-a-mole his head with my fist but he flinched back down into the safety of the basement and smirked up at me like an imp.

“Johnny, brother, we’re worried about you. Seriously.”

I shoved the grate back into place. “I told you and everybody else to leave me alone and I meant it! Show up here again and I’ll call the cops. Now get out!”

Before I knew it, he’d jackrabbited up the basement stairs into my living room. “Norb’s trying to jimmy your back door. You should probably just let him in, before he breaks it.”

“Are you shitting me?”

Just in case Donny was actually telling the truth for a change, I raced through the kitchen to the back door, hoping to stop Norb. The front door opened. I could hear Norb talking to Tony.

Assholes! They’d faked me out!

I found Tony, John, and Donny huddled in the front hall.

Norb couldn’t meet my gaze. His face was red from exertion, and he was panting as if he’d just finished one of his heroic hundred-metre dashes. He wore a black Steeltown Avenger t-shirt, but no winter coat, and his purple Converses were caked with snow. Tony looked exhausted—black bags hung under his eyes. He wore a nylon Canadian Tire winter jacket over a pair of greasy coveralls. Obviously, both Tony and Norb had come from work.

“How did you open the door?”

Sheepishly, Norb held up a key. “Your Ma had a spare.”

“You called my—”

“Don’t get mad, John!” Norb wheezed. “We’re just trying to help you. We’re your friends.”

Tony winced at my thong. “Put some clothes on, would ya?” He crinkled his nose. “And when was the last time you had a shower? You stink, man.”

“Dammit!” I cried, shrugging on my crumpled house coat. “You’re all lucky I don’t call the cops and press charges!”

Donny slapped his hands to his cheeks, feigning fear.

I raised my fist.

“Tsk, tsk,” he said, wagging his index finger at me.

Tony was impatiently tapping his foot, and Norb was mesmerized by the infomercial.

“Fine,” I scowled. “Whatever. Make it quick.”

I sank into the blue chair beside the tv and crossed my arms.

Norb and Donny crashed onto the couch like eight-year-olds psyched to watch Saturday morning cartoons. Why were these idiots still in my life? I should have ditched them years ago!

“What’s with the pipe?” Donny asked, eyeing the table beside me. “Are you a real psychologist now?” He stroked a pretend goatee. “Hello, I’m Dr. John Pappas, the Tim Hortons headshrinker, how can I help you today?” He laughed at his own joke, in typical style. He stuck my pipe in his mouth, arched an eyebrow and pretended to read my Psychology 101 text book.

I gave him a fuck-you glare but he pretended not to notice.

Tony grimaced. He wasn’t a fan of psychology—he shot from the hip.

I was desperate to get these idiots out of here before I unravelled, and I almost told them to hit the road again when I saw Norb staring at me with Mother Theresa-level compassion. That broke me. I tried to wipe away my tears fast but the guys had eyes on me. How humiliating. They’d never seen me like this.

“Stop it, Norb,” I blubbered.

“Stop what?” He cocked his head like a dopey puppy dog.

“Stop looking at me like that! You’re trying to break me.” I pawed away at the tears on my cheeks but they kept coming.

He was dumfounded. “Sorry John, I’m just concerned about you, that’s all. Scout’s honour.”

“Again with the Scout’s honour?” I scoffed, and that was enough to jolt me back to feeling like myself. Sarcasm was my go-to energy booster, and although that wasn’t a good thing, it was all I had. “Norb, you never even went to Cubs, much less Scouts. Give it up!”

I focused on slowing my breath and found a way to regain my composure.

My friends were still stunned.

“Sorry,” I snuffled. “I’m not normally like this.”

“We know,” Norb said. “What the heck’s wrong?”

Tony raised an eyebrow at me.

“I’m not ready to talk, guys. Please just leave.”

I was about to get up and open the door for them, when Tony leaned forward, intense, his foot still tapping.

“Listen, Howard frickin’ Hughes, you’ve been clammed up in this pigsty for three days and you look like a bag of shit. You’re sick in the head, and I know that because you’re acting just like my Aunt Beatrice did when she lost her nut. She hid in the attic for a month and lived off of canned sardines before anyone found her. Then she spent the rest of her sad life in the psych ward. Is that what you want? Do you really think you can fix yourself, John? You’ve been trying for years and look where it’s gotten you. Frickin’ nowhere. And now you’re a frickin’ mess.”

Tony, Mr. Compassionate. But in his own way, he totally was.

“I’m not sick, Tony, I’m just depressed, okay. It looks bad, I’ll give you that, but I’ll get through it. I always do.”

Tony eyed the garbage piled in the middle of the room and winced. “You’re in deep trouble, John, and I’m seriously concerned about you.”

I felt the tears welling up again, but I plunged them back down. “Shouldn’t you guys be at work?”

“Don’t worry about that,” Tony said. “And don’t change the subject.”

“Self-employed,” Norb said, “Tank's running the show today. All cool on my end.”

“Working from home,” Donny said, triumphantly, scratching his crotch. “Column’s not due for a couple of days.”

I felt something relax inside me. “Okay, fellas,” I said. “I’ll tell you what’s going on, but then you have to leave.”

They looked at each other and nodded.

“Promise?

Tony looked exasperated. “Talk, Pappas.”

“Okay, so I was at the restaurant on Friday, cleaning out the espresso machine. Suddenly, something inside my brain just kind of folded, like a house of cards, and I found myself walking out the door, without my winter coat. And I felt such despair. I remember walking up the escarpment stairs and not caring that I was freezing and the snow was blinding me. Then I went to Price Chopper and stuffed my shopping cart with junk food. I didn’t take a cab, I just pushed the cart through the slush.” I’d gotten a bit of frostbite on my nose. I touched it carefully to see how the scab was healing up.

Donny eyed it. I could tell he was considering a smart remark.

“Why is it so friggin’ hot in here?” Tony complained, rolling up his sleeves. Sweat was beading on his forehead. I should have turned down the thermostat for him, but at that moment moving seemed impossible.

I cast my gaze downward. I felt so guilty and ashamed for abandoning the restaurant like that. “I let down my folks, big time.”

“That’s so heavy,” said Norb. “Really, really heavy. It’s like you’re Superman, hiding out in your Fortress of Solitude, or something.”

Tony narrowed his eyes.

Donny was drumming his thighs with his hands. “Is this about never taking a shot at Broadway?”

“Broadway?” Tony said, “What does that have to do with anything?”

Norb was stroking his beardless chin, deep in thought. “Broadway, that sounds so epic.”

I shifted uncomfortably. I couldn’t seem to stop this odd flow of confession.

“Maybe that’s a part of it, Donny,” I sighed. “For the first time in my life, I feel I’m at a crossroads, but I just didn’t see it coming. I never gave it a shot. Let’s be honest, OK? I’m a coward. Not like Norb. Norb had the balls to write a comic book that should have failed but didn’t, and he faced a psychotic little freak and actually beat him.”

Norb’s face was suddenly still. I hoped I hadn’t damaged our friendship by criticizing his comic book. Say something nice, dammit!

“You really do have guts, Norb. You’re smarter than me when it comes to make-believe, way smarter. And your comics are published by a real publisher. And you’re a real, in-the-flesh comic book hero.”

He brightened.

I shifted my gaze to Donny. 

He looked...skeptical.

“And you, Donny,” I said, “fail at everything but you keep trying. And that makes you a courageous failure, whereas I’m just a cowardly failure, and you absolutely succeeded when you married Allison, who we all know is way too good for you, right?”

Norb and Donny were trying really hard to smile, despite my backhanded compliments.

“Sorry,” I stammered, “none of that came out right.”

Tony pointed an accusatory finger at me. “Johnny, I might be a grease monkey wop but I’m smart enough to know you’re not telling us the whole story. Spill, Lamb Chop, or I’ll spill for you.”

If it had been the other two pressuring me, I would have cleverly deflected. But tough, big-hearted Tony had cornered me. And when he had that angry look on his face, he actually scared me. I had no choice. I spilled.

“Fine. I’ve never got over Sophia. Not really. Not ever.”

I pointed at the stack of books on the coffee table. “Those don’t work anymore. They’re fucking useless.” I'd never said that out loud before. I held my breath and wrapped the usual steel wall around my heart.

Tony was nodding, making full eye contact with me, a rarity.

“You need to make things right with her,” Norb peeped.

“Wow, I never thought of that,” I said sarcastically. Shit, I’d gone back to old habits. “Sorry,” I grumbled.

“Norb’s right,” Donny said. “You need to make things right with Sophia for your own sake. Maybe write her a letter and tell her how much pain she’s caused you.” He leaned forward, his eyes widening. “Or maybe give professional dancing a real shot before you get too old. Maybe that’s the real issue here. Maybe it’s all about regret, with bits of Sophia and dancing tangled together.”

“Give dancing a real shot? At forty-one?” I laughed sardonically. “Yeah, right. That shipped has sailed.” I thought about what Donny had said. “But I was content teaching a dance class and working at the Olympia.”

“Maybe deep down you feel like a coward,” Norb offered. “That's how I felt all the time around Morag. But then I became the Steeltown Avenger and battled The Screw. After that, I knew I was brave. And it was easier to look at myself in the mirror. I’m a better husband for it and a better father, too.”

Norb’s words made me bristle. No man wants to be called a coward. Tony avoided my gaze, which was pretty telling.

For once, I didn’t have a sarcastic come-back—dammit, Norb was right. And it bothered me that he’d shown real courage in his life but I never had. I’d always thought of Norb as a total geek, and myself more like a Greek James Bond. Obviously, I was deluded. So, what was my problem? What was I really afraid of?

I stared down at my bare feet—it was easier than looking my friends in the eye.

“On second thought,” Donny piped up, “writing Sophia a letter might be a really bad idea. Those things rarely go well. A guy at the paper sent his ex a letter and she took out a restraining order on him. He went into a major depression and tried to kill himself.”

“Now, why did you have to say that?” Tony glared at Donny.

Donny ignored him. “John, Sophia divorced you seventeen years ago. Think about it. She moved on, but you haven’t even started.”

My stomach curdled hearing that.

Donny sat back hard against the couch. “And by the way, I recognize that I’m a total hypocrite. We all know I’m terrible at moving forward in life, so I guess I’m an expert at this stuff.”

“Look, why did Sophia leave you?” Tony asked. “You never did give us a straight answer.” He was staring at me like a moody bulldog.

To be honest, I was glad he was pressuring me. It was a relief to finally be opening up. “I have told you. No fucking idea. She never said. But what you don’t know is that I sent her at least fifty letters, begging her for some kind of explanation, but she never responded. I think her family was intercepting them, or maybe everyone was advising her to ignore me, including her lawyer. Either way, she didn’t have the fucking decency to respond.”

I swallowed against the growing lump in my throat. “Nope, no closure for you, Johnny Pappas. You get sweet fuck-all!” I was shaking now. “All I ever got was her parents telling mine that she was happy in her new life and to respect her privacy.”

I jerked to my feet. “What about respect for me? Huh? What kind of sadist doesn’t give a reason for divorcing you!”

I kicked the side table, upending my stupid books and pipe onto the floor. Then I buried my face in my hands and wept, doubled over.

Donny shawled me with his scarf. Norb patted me awkwardly on the shoulder. And Tony, well Tony just nodded empathetically. “I’m friggin’ sorry, John. I had no friggin’ idea she’d done such a number on you.”

“Thanks,” I snuffled.

The phone rang. It was a welcome diversion. I went into the kitchen, and for some reason, I hit the speaker button. “Hey, Ma.”

She was in a panic.

“Uncle George fainted and smacked his head on a table! An ambulance took him to the hospital, and we had to clear out the restaurant so we could clean up all the blood. It was awful. Please come and help out, Johnny. George is going to be in the hospital for at least a day or two. Please. Just for a while.”

Guilt and shame ironed my chest. “I’m sorry, Ma. That’s terrible news.”

“So you’ll come and help out?”

My arms went numb. I hung up.

Tony was jabbing his index finger at me. “Johnny, you gotta help your parents!”

But I was paralyzed. I couldn’t help them. I couldn’t even help myself.

I went to the front door and swung it open. This time I wasn’t taking no for an answer.

They all eyed each other, shrugged and shuffled out.

Five minutes after they left, Donny returned to pressure me into going out for dinner. I agreed right away so he’d leave me alone. I needed to get back to my drinking. I had zero intention of socializing.

After the door closed behind him, I slid another bottle of Ouzo out from under the couch and took a long, hard swig. Then another, and another...
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Chapter 2
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SO, WHEN DONNY SHOWED up, I’d planned to be out diving in front of cars or playfully leaping off the escarpment. But then I realized that drinking myself into oblivion with Donny at the Blue Ball would be way more fun.

Jacketless, I’d stumbled down my front steps wearing the same ripped jeans and black t-shirt and running shoes I wore grass-cutting. I didn’t give a royal fuck how I looked, or that I hadn’t showered in ages.

I hadn’t stepped foot inside this low-life dive bar at the corner of Flux Road and Steel Street since high school. Bad things happened there, so Donny was always telling us. He prided himself on going there, proclaiming he drank with real Hamiltonians, or “the salt of the earth”, as he liked to call them. No doubt he’d seen some pretty scary stuff there, and some of it had even found its way into The Gazette.

At least it was early on a weeknight, so hopefully the really nasty people hadn’t arrived, other than the three bikers glued to the end of the bar.

“They’re on their way!” Donny hollered above the loud music. My friends are always on their way, I thought. Story of my fucking life! We sat at a sticky table next to the dance floor.

The DJ was playing Michael Jackson’s “Billie Jean”. Like the music, the Blue Ball was pure time-warp. Against a black wall was a badly scuffed stage. In front of it, a sunken dance floor. Hanging from the ceiling was a disco ball, the same size as the one in my basement studio. It was actually half-way decent.

The place reeked of stale beer. Behind the bar, surrounded by gleaming liquor bottles, a massive blue bowling ball jutted out of the wall. It was garish but eye-catching. Donny was a house league bowler and had once told us it was common for bowlers to drop in for a post-game nightcap. But not on weekends, when, by eleven pm, the bar was Biker Central. Whenever you heard a siren in the neighbourhood, you knew the cops were on their way to break up a fight or deal with a stabbing. Donny’s Dad, Archie Love, was right when he’d said, “Nothing good happens in a bar after eleven p.m.”

“Now they’re definitely on their way,” Donny said, snapping his phone shut. “Fun will be had!” He raised his pint glass and we clinked. And drank. And drank some more. I’d sobered up earlier in the day, but now I was loosening up again.

Fun with Tony and Norb? I thought. In this dump? Gee, can’t fucking wait! But I knew Donny was simply trying to put a positive spin on things and cheer me up. “Thanks, Donny,” I slurred. “You’re a good friend.”

A grin cracked his face. He was clearly enjoying seeing me get drunk. Well, it would be his last chance, because I was intending to drink myself to death.

I finished off my double martini and ordered another from waitress Trish, whose hair had frizzed from too many bleachings. I ordered Donny another beer.

“Lucky for you, bud, Lynn’s working tonight,” Trish said. “She’s the only one willing to make the fancy stuff. Last guy ordered a martini ended up dead in a dumpster.” She winked at me and took our empties.

I eyed the bikers. One of them was squinting back at me so I nervously looked away. I told myself to just order a beer next time.

I focused on the glitter ball. Discoing here would be as suicidal as it would have been back in high school. But maybe I would, I thought, soon, just to piss off those fucking bikers. Hopefully, they’d kill me. If I drank enough, I might not even feel it.

“Oh yeah, we’re going to have a blast!” Donny said. The beers were kicking in.

“A blast?” I said, “Why, is Tony bringing a rocket launcher?” I guffawed. “I hope Norb brings an Invisiblator! I could really use one of those right now.”

Trish returned with our drinks. I downed mine before she left. “Another round!”

“Slow down, champ,” Donny said, looking toward the doorway. “You don’t want to pass out and miss all the fun.”

Trish’s departure was like a curtain had swept aside.

Two outlandish-looking women dragging suitcases rushed towards our table. Between the big hair and the ‘80s-style get-ups, they would’ve given Cyndi Lauper a run for her money.

“Donny!”

Donny jumped up from his chair. “Sheena! Oh my God, so good to see you!”

They embraced. Sheena’s hair was blonde and practically electrostatic, as if she had her hand on a Van de Graaff generator ball. Her hair may have looked batshit crazy, but the rest of her seemed less so. White knee-high platform boots hugged solid, shapely legs, and she was wearing a turquoise wet-look mini-skirt and a cropped jean jacket frayed at the cuffs and decorated with sequins.

Donny turned to the second woman. “Agnes! Oh my God, so good to meet you.” They shared a quick hug.

Agnes’s clothes were almost identical to Sheena’s. Her auburn hair poofed out to great heights and spilled onto her shoulders. Her round face was open and welcoming, and she wore bright red lipstick.

“John, this is Agnes.”

She flung out her hand, beaming at me.

“Who are you ladies?” I half-slurred, shaking her hand.

Agnes cackled. “Strangers from a strange land,” she said in a thick Scottish brogue.

“Oh, aye,” laughed Sheena, “that’s us, right enough.” 

“I’m Agnes MacDonald, and this is Donny’s cousin and my best pal, Sheena Stirling. We’ve just arrived from Glasgow. Sheena has told me much so about you, Donny,” Agnes said. “She says you're quite a character.”

“Oh, you have no idea,” I grumbled.

Donny just laughed.

Sheena stuck out her hand to me. I half-expected it to be sticky with pink gum or rock candy, but it wasn’t. Instead, it was warm and soft and gentle and smooth, like her sing-song voice.

My inner snob was all ready to write these girls off as trampy. But then Sheena looked into my eyes and took my breath away. You’re drunk, Pappas! You want her to have nice eyes. Stop that, you idiot!

Donny elbowed me in the ribs, breaking my trance. I let go of Sheena’s hand.

“Whoops. Nice to meet you.”

“Eh, um, you too, John,” she said politely. “I've heard so much about you.” She looked to Donny for help.

“You have?” I glared at Donny, but he shrugged me off. I knew that bullshit innocent look on his face. He was up to something! Was he trying to set me up? With Agnes? Sheena? He had no right to set me up! I was fucking depressed. A relationship was the last thing I wanted or needed.

As we all took a seat, I whispered into Donny’s ear. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing here. You lied to me, man. You said Norb and Tony were coming.”

Donny feigned shock. “I said they’re on their way. I didn’t say who they were. So technically, that’s not lying.”

He had a point. I hated when that happened. “Fine,” I said, letting it go. “Whatever.”

Trish re-appeared. Agnes ordered a beer and Sheena a Scotch.

“Did you two just come from the airport?” I asked, eyeing their luggage.

“Aye,” said Agnes. “Our plane arrived late. So Donny paid for us to cab it straight here and celebrate.” She smiled at Donny and he smiled sheepishly back.

“Celebrate?” I said, over-enunciating to prove I wasn’t that drunk. “As in celebrate your vacation?”

Sheena traded a jolly look with Agnes, and they both laughed. “Och, we’re not on vacation, John,” Sheena piped. “We’ve just immigrated! Hamilton’s our new home!”

I was dumbstruck.

“Welcome to Canada!” Donny cried and raised his beer. “Trish! Sixteen B-52’s!”

He kicked me under the table.

“Yes,” I stammered, “welcome to Canada!” 

We clinked glasses.

I leaned into Donny and tried to whisper over the blare of Bryan Adams singing “Cuts Like a Knife” through the overhead speakers. “Sorry, buddy, but this is all a little too cheerful and social. I’ll just bring everyone down. I’m leaving.”

I was about to get up when Donny, who was on a first-name business with the deejay and every other guy in The Village, yelled, “Right Brucie, crank it up, brother!”

On cue, the deejay (who looked way too much like Uncle Bobby from the old kids’ television show) spun Iggy Pop’s “Lust for Life”. He and Donny saluted each other.

“Ach, Iggy Pop!” Sheena cried. “I love Iggy!”

Trish returned with our drinks.

Sheena downed her Scotch, chased it with a healthy swig of Agnes’ beer, then leapt out of her seat, her hair shifting like a giant red dandelion clock. Before I knew it, she’d grabbed my hand and hauled me down the two steps to the dance floor.

Donny signalled Bruce, and with a flick of a switch he started the disco ball spinning. Donny and Agnes leapt onto the dance floor after us.

Sheena hunched over and began pumping her leg against the dance floor, pretending to dig something out of the floor in rhythm to the music. She looked like she’d learned to dance by watching the Beverly Hillbillies. Was this some kind of popular dance in the wilds of Scotland? I wondered. What was it called—the tattie digger?

I wasn't a fan of Iggy Pop, but I couldn’t resist a glitter ball spinning above a dance floor. Possessed by the ball and drunk as a skunk, I had an insane urge to antagonize the bikers.

I busted out my finest basement disco moves, straight out of Saturday Night Fever, in the sleazy Blue Ball of all places, with two freshly immigrated Scottish lassies doing the tattie digger, and some scary-looking bikers staring daggers at me. Without missing a beat, the girls lifted B-52 shots off our table, tossed them back, and kept dancing.

“I’m so glad you moved to Canada!” Donny cried. “That’s so awesome!” He downed another shot and slammed the glass down on our table, then lunged back to the dance floor.

“Thanks, Donny,” Agnes cried above the music, “and thanks so much for sponsoring us.”

Sheena was eyeing me as I did the Hustle. She was impressed, despite the sloppiness of it, me being hammered and all.

Half-way through the song, Donny cried, “Hey! Let’s go drunk bowling!” His eyes were popping.

“Naw,” I slurred. “Naw, let’s just stay here. Dancing’s the thing, man.”

“C’mon. It’s on me,” he said. “I know a guy who works there. It’s rock’n’roll night. You can drink and dance and bowl. A triumvirate of fun!”

“Ach, that sounds great,” Agnes said, and Sheena politely agreed.

“Besides,” Donny said to me, eyeing the bad boys at the bar, “This place is filling up with regulars, and I know how you feel about those guys.”

Two more dirt bags entered the bar. One had a face like a tombstone and was scanning the room for a threat, or maybe someone to fight. His buddy reminded me of a rat, and kept thumbing his nose as if he’d hit the coke too hard. They joined the other bikers at the bar who clapped them on the back like old buds.

Even as drunk as I was, I knew a bad situation when I saw one.

“Drinking and bowling,” I shouted. “I’m in! But after Iggy.”

I spun away in a perfect pirouette.

“Oooh,” Sheena cooed, “you’re quite the dancer, John!” 

I bristled but forced a smile. Compliments made me uncomfortable. I didn’t trust them after what Sophia had done to me.
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