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    For Auntie Gerri, who believed in me always. You are deeply missed.

With gratitude to Dan Dyble, who read and believed in this book from the beginning.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "O Son of Being! Bring thyself to account each day ere thou art summoned to a reckoning; for death, unheralded, shall come upon thee and thou shalt be called to give account for thy deeds."— Bahá'u'lláh, The Hidden Words

      

    


For you, Auntie Gerri. Your unwavering and constant support meant the world to me. I’m certain you’re having a helluva time in the Abha Kingdom, but I miss you dearly.

Also a shout-out to Dan Dyble who believed in me and kindly read the entire first draft before I did. 
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Typical teenagers at first glance, Mick, Noah, and Judd were lounging in Judd’s bedroom, nestled in the basement of his parents’ house. They were the sort of kids who easily passed as nice, high-achieving, average-grade students, skillfully flying under the radar. But unbeknownst to their parents and peers, these boys harbored an obsession. Their focus, their secret thrill, was 'Shame Game.'

Today, their mission was to sabotage the career of Pete Adamoski. They had gathered most of the tools needed to execute their plan. This included Adamoski's itinerary for an upcoming sales trip, his crucial contact list filled with small, personal details pivotal to his sales calls. For instance, they knew the birth dates, and even the names of the wife and three kids – Amy, Andy, Arney (the three aces!) – of his top customer, Sham Denner, the owner of Denner Chev/Olds. They also had Adamoski's client account number at an auto-parts distributing warehouse in Vancouver.

Gathering these materials had required doing more than a little distasteful, albeit creative, dumpster diving. Unfortunately that alone hadn't provided enough intel. They resorted to what technically counted as a break-in of Adamoski's car. However, since the car was unlocked, they rationalized it as fair game. The rules on the Shame Game web site were clear: No illegal activities encouraged or promoted. In their minds, a gray area existed, and they were all too willing to exploit it.

∉∉∉

The boys performed the break-in late on Tuesday night and rendezvoused in the back of Judd's house, which was more like a construction site than a family backyard.

Judd's dad always wanted a swimming pool, but waited until he'd made "a big kill." He made "a big kill" every year or so practicing law. Usually that meant prosecuting some poor dope who'd smacked some other poor dope's car, inflicting the driver with a neck injury. Recently, he made "a really big kill" representing the parents of a 12 year-old girl who tragically drowned at a friend's pool party after consuming a large quantity of liquor that had been taken from an unlocked cabinet. The tragedy was paying for his dad's pool, which overwhelmed the now darkening yard like a greedy mouth yawning in the moonlight.

Judd had waited for twenty minutes and his feet were wet from the damp, overgrown, grass. When his friends eventually arrived he was hopping from one foot to the other.

"Finally! I've been waiting over half an hour!"

"We're right on time, Judd. You're too eager - must be an over-achiever like your dad," Noah said. "Got your gear?"

"Got it," said Judd with a sullen look.

"Mick?" asked Noah.

"Yup. I'm ready," said Mick. To Judd, "Why didn't you put your boots on Dingus?" Judd gave him the finger.

They carried the 'diving gear' in their backpacks: gumboots, rubber gloves, long sleeve shirts, and medical masks. It would make a distasteful job tolerable. Noah also carried a package of green jumbo garbage bags. The plan was to push Judd's car, a red Mazda 3, to a safe distance down the street, out of his parent's earshot, drive to Adamoski's townhouse complex and bring back whatever they could find in the dumpster and his car. The dumpster diving would be routine; however, rifling Adamoski's car trunk could involve finessing the lock and would take time, so they wore dark clothing in order to blend into the shadows and avoid being seen.

"All right, let's roll out," said Noah. They got the car coasting down the street without making a sound, then piled in, turned over the engine and drove to Adamoski's home.

Mick had the task of navigator and had prepared by writing up the driving directions. They were clear and succinct, as Mick was, much like his mother, who, according to his father, was one of those multi-tasking, excel-at-everything, high-achiever types. She was relentless about Mick's "mental habits," constantly reminding him to "focus Mick, focus!"

It wasn't clear to Mick whether they were still a family. His dad spent most of his time working in the United States designing software systems. Mick saw him every couple of months, when he happened to be in town and stayed at the house. It was an odd arrangement, but they managed to have fun anyway. Often they would ambush other players in games of Capture the Flag on a public Minecraft server housed in Mick's room. He found it adequate.

In the car, Noah went over the plan.

"Look for anything with his name on it. Don't waste valuable time deciding whether it's important or not, we'll sort it out later. I've got some garbage bags, just dump whatever you find with his name on it into the bags. Better yet, if it's already in a garbage bag, grab the whole thing. Like I said, we'll sort it out later."

"Sounds good. What about his car?" asked Judd.

"You get his plate number, Mick?" asked Noah.

"Yeah, I got it. Here," Mick passed a slip of paper with Adamoski's plate number up to Noah, who was driving. Noah squinted, saw it was readable, and tucked it into his jacket pocket. The letters were drawn perfectly.

"How'd you snag his plate, Mick?" Judd asked.

"I went to his place early yesterday and hung out until I saw him leave the house, then I just watched for cars coming out of the garage. He's a big guy. It wasn't hard to spot him."

"Man, you coulda saved us some trouble and grabbed a load while you were there!" Judd complained.

"I draw the line at hauling garbage on the bus, Doofus."

"'Nuff said," Judd agreed with a good-natured grin.

∉∉∉

The boys pulled up beside the dumpster in Adamoski's complex and tumbled quietly out of the car, careful not to slam the doors. They pulled on their gumboots, pullovers and masks. The gloves were left off until they were inside the dumpster so they wouldn't tear the rubber while climbing into the large steel container. Noah motioned them into a huddle.

"All right guys, hit the dumpster. I'm going to find the dude's car. I'll meet you back here in fifteen."

Judd and Mick nodded, then hefted themselves up onto the rim and descended into darkness and waste. Noah hunched down and moved quickly into the parking garage. There were dozens of vehicles - where to start? He cursed Mick for not having told him what model the car was, not even the damn colour. Eventually he found Adamoski's vehicle, a silver Taurus, by randomly reading 23 license plates, and the rest was easy. The car was unlocked and empty, aside from the registration and insurance papers in the glove box. He judiciously left the papers and found the pull-switch for the trunk on the driver's side. He popped the trunk, went around and looked inside. Pay-dirt! There sat Adamoski's fat sample case, certain to be packed with merchandise, order forms, and the holy grail: his customer list.

Excellent! Noah congratulated himself, while slipping a jumbo garbage bag over the large case, disguising it as trash. He gently pushed the trunk closed and started for the dumpster, when a voice called out.

"Hey you! Hang on a minute!"

Shit, a security guard! Noah stopped, his head down, contemplating whether to run.

"Evening son. You live around here?" the elderly guard inquired, approaching with a mix of caution and confidence.

"Sort of, I'm staying with my uncle tonight,” Noah improvised quickly. "His name is Pete Adamoski. My parents are fighting and it gets ugly when my dad drinks. Uncle Pete told me to stay with him. Just taking out the garbage, trying to show how much I appreciate him, I guess."

"Oh? That's tough. Well, okay then, have a good night." The guard turned, walking toward the dumpster..

Panicking, Noah followed, lugging the disguised case. "Have you worked here long? What's the job like? Could I get a job WORKING SECURITY?"

"Hey kid, I may be a little dumb, but I'm not deaf," the guard protested chuckling at his pun. "Sure, you could probably get a job working security. It's a lot of school though. See, you need a Master's degree in Baiting, but once you become a Master Baiter then you'll be ready for anything!" He chuckled again at his quick wit and unbelievable good fortune at being able to use such a tired gag.

"Gee, thanks for the advice." Noah said, slightly embarrassed for the old guy. At the dumpster, everything seemed normal. He toppled the bag containing Adamoski's case into it; the thud made him flinch. "I better go check on my uncle.”

"Sure, okay. See ya around." The guard's attention now diverted. "Wonder whose car this is? They can't park here."

"Oh, that's my car. Sorry, Uncle Pete said to just park close to the building. He said he'd look into getting a permit tomorrow if I was going to stay long. I'll move it."

"Better put it in the visitor's stall in front of the building. I won't let them tow you, now that I know it's yours. I'd better take the license plate down." He pulled out a small wire bound flip-top notebook and jotted down the plate number. "Okay. Got it." Tucking the notebook back into his breast pocket, he glanced at the car. "Nice car. Young guy like you is pretty lucky to have such nice wheels. Bet you pick up some sweet ladies with this!"

"Oh yeah, you bet!” Noah replied with a grin. “I take 'em down to the beach and we watch the submarine races. When it's slow, I just practice my baiting," He winked. "Guess I better move it. Goodnight!"

"You're pretty funny," the guard said with a chuckle, "but not that funny. Take my advice, stay in school. Goodnight."

Noah got in Judd's car, turned on the engine and put on a serious face that said he was going to drive away. Instead he popped the trunk, got out, and started rummaging around as if he had forgotten something  important. The guard sauntered off on his rounds. When he turned the corner of the building, Noah stage-whispered. "All right, he's gone!"

Mick and Judd poked their heads out of the bin "Man that was close,” one of them muttered

"Let's go!" Noah commanded, urgency in his voice.

"They tossed their bags of garbage, and Adamoski's case, down to Noah, who caught them below. Mick and Judd then jumped out of the dumpster, landing on the pavement with soft smacks. Noah and Judd quickly loaded the trunk of the car, fitting in the overflow, including Adamoski's sample case, into the backseat. Judd grumbled about the wet garbage risking a mess in his car and insisted they lay down fresh garbage bags from Noah's pack before letting anything touch his upholstery. As they arranged everything, Judd began taking off his gear."

"Never mind, just get in," Noah urged.

"Okay, but I stink,” Judd protested.

"Get in and drive!" Noah commanded.

"Okay, bud it stinks even worse in heah!" Judd was holding his nose  in protest. After several blocks, he asked, "So whad happened with the gard back there?"

"Ah, it was a piece of cake," Noah said nonchalantly. "He wanted to know what I was doing in the car park. I told him I was Pete's nephew and I was staying overnight to avoid a beating from my alcoholic dad. He bought it hook, line, and sinker. Even told me to park in the visitor's stall to avoid getting towed."

"Did he take down the plate number?" Mick asked, concern in his voice.

"Yeah..." Noah replied, uneasily.

"Pull over," Mick commanded abruptly.

"Why, did you forget something, Dingus?" Judd taunted.

"No, but we've got to take the sample case back. When Pete realizes it's stolen, and reports it, the cops will be led straight to you, Noah. And then to us!"
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Getting It Right
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Judd stamped on the brakes and the heavy sample case on the backseat flew forward, crashing into Noah's seat and knocking him into the dash before the safety belt's inertia lock could grab hold causing him to bang his head on the windshield.

"Shit!" he cried. "Take it easy, will you? Fuck!"

"Sorry, dude!" Judd apologized. "Are you okay?"

"Let me look." Mick leaned over the backseat and examined Noah's forehead. "No cuts, just a bruise. Probably swell up. You should get some ice on it," said Mick.

"Fuck no! We've got to get the case back." It had split open and disgorged it's contents over the backseat and floorboards. "Who's got a camera? We've got to photograph everything first!"

Turns out they all had cameras, on their phones.

After driving into a side street and parking, they spent the next hour, under the dome light, photographing every scrap of paper in Adamoski's sample case. When they were done, they drew straws as to who would return the case to Adamoski's car. Judd pulled the short straw.

"Okay, I can do this," said Judd. "I'll be like James Bond, or hey, like from Mission Impossible? 'Your mission, Mr. Phelps, should you decide to accept it...'" His impersonation of the voice on the tape player was perfect.

"No. I'll do it," interrupted Noah.

"Why? You don thinng I caun do it!" complained Judd, holding his nose again.

"Nah - it's not that Dufus - Noah has to do it. If the guard spots  someone else going into Adamoski's car, he's going to freak. Better if 'Petey's nephew' does this mission," explained Mick.

"Yeah. Okay... Well, now it's your mission impossible, Mr. Phelps!" They laughed. Judd was relieved, Mick was worried, and Noah was scared shitless.

"Just drive to the complex and drop me off close to the garage with the case. Then park in the visitor's stall, please, Judd," said Noah.

"Sure, no poblem."

"And keep your heads down!"

The boys drove the rest of the way in silence. They had put everything back into the case, but the snaps were broken and when they arrived at the car-park Noah had to carry the case in a garbage bag rather than carry it by the handle. It was awkward, but doable, and camouflaged too.

As Noah got out of the car, Mick handed him a bag of wet trash.

"What's this for?"

"Think of it as a decoy, just in case. You need an excuse to be walking around out there again. Besides, our friend needs some relief," Mick said, referring to Judd's sensitivity to the smell.

Adamoski's car was parked in the same stall and the doors were unlocked as he'd left them. So far, so good. He popped the trunk and unwrapped the case, laying it back in place in the trunk. He lowered the lid and gently, but firmly, leaned on it until it clicked shut. He used the extra bag to double wrap the bag of wet trash and carried it, at arms length, to the empty dumpster, unceremoniously tossing it inside with a clang. So far, so good. He started to the car in the visitor's parking area.

"Leaving us so soon, son?" Silent as smoke, the guard appeared just as Noah was reaching their vehicle giving him a start.

"Yeah, my mom called..."

"You're a jumpy fellow - holy mackerel, that's quite a bruise you have on your forehead! I didn't notice it before..."

"A gift from my drunk dad. Mom called the police and they've arrested him. She needs me."

"Sure, of course she does. Anything I can do?"

"No, we'll be fine. Uncle Pete's been great, but he's sort of in denial about his brother... If you know what I mean?"

"Yeah, families can be strange that way. I won't bring it up, unless he does."

"I appreciate that. See you." Noah, opened the driver's door and climbed behind the wheel. He grabbed the keys, which were on the seat; Judd and Mick were huddled in the back with the bags of trash. The tinted windows gave none of this away. He started the car and slowly drove away.

"Take care, son," the guard gave him a somber wave. Inside the car, they let out a soft war whoop. They were home free now; the rest would be a piece of cake!
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Planning the Play
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The boys met after school the next day, Monday, to plan their bombing run on Adamoski for Tuesday afternoon, two days before his scheduled visit to Denner Chev Olds, in Preston. Feeling like grand masters of The Game, they sat in front of Noah's computer drinking Lattes that the housekeeper had made for them. They helped themselves to fresh carrot cake from the plate on the wide computer desk and surveyed the work. Spread over the bed was a large plastic sheet, on top of which was arrayed the material they had acquired from Adamoski's dumpster. They'd scored some pretty nice stuff from the bin. The photos from his sample case awaited analysis in their cameras.

Judd and Noah were sorting the piles of refuse, Judd was sorting the papers and Noah was classifying them. Mick was typing the details into the computer.

"More milk cartons, pizza boxes and an empty tub of ice cream...," reported Judd.

"All right, forget the food already. Just the paper," said Noah.

"What about pill bottles?" asked Judd. "And liquor store receipts?"

"Yeah, we might need them, throw them over here." He picked up a pile of hand shredded paper scraps which looked like phone bills. "Okay, Mick, type these phone numbers in. The names don't ring any bells for me, what about you?"

Mick took the shreds and scanned over them. "Wait a minute, you don't recognize this name, Pop Butcher? He's one of the most sadistic guys in the Hell's Angels. He doesn't kill you! He leaves you broken and poor - you never come back from a beating from this guy. Wow, Adamoski was calling him pretty regularly for a couple of weeks!"

"Come on, his phone number's gotta be unlisted." Noah was skeptical, "How do you know who that is?"

"What? Do you live under a rock, Noah? He's always in the news. His phone numbers were recently published online by a citizens' group that figured they could harass him enough to convince his club to move out of their neighbourhood. Maybe Adamoski was one of them?

"Haven't you guys wondered why he was listed as a target for the Game? I’m thinking Butcher finally got pissed off and just didn't want to take care of him personally, so he paid to list him in the Shame Game monthly." Mick continued typing in receipts.

"Maybe you're right," Noah said, pondering Adamoski's predicament for a moment and then dismissing him. "Obviously the guy's an idiot! Now, if that's it for the trash, let's get to work going over the images from the sample case, I want to get started scripting for the Monthly."

"One more bag and we're done," said Judd.

∉∉∉

Shame Game conducted monthly, quarterly, and finals competitions. The Monthly was usually played by beginners, mostly teens; they had a wider, more accessible list of targets containing names of people that almost anyone could get next to without a lot of preparation. Just average folks who had pissed somebody off, but randomly selected. (It was common knowledge that reprisal targets were often listed for a fee.) The entrance fees were smaller and winning a Monthly helped the newbies gain an international ranking.

This would be the boys' third Monthly competition. They hadn't actually completed the first; because of poor camera work through the target's bedroom window they were disqualified, but they did much better in the second match which was way better executed. The target was a high school teacher with a reputation for sleeping with her students. Their approach was to convince a student's mother that her son was being seduced by the teacher.

It was fairly easy to plant a pair of panties in the boy's backpack as evidence, and make several hot, breathy, phone calls to his home. The clincher was leaving voicemail that imitated the teacher and promised to pass the boy, if he got her off in the classroom without anyone noticing. She (well, Judd, who was a natural impersonator) left it up to the boy what methods he chose to use, but 'she' gave several graphic hints about being flashed.

The mother reacted fiercely by forwarding the voicemail, not only to the school, but also the local CBC news office. The story got picked up by other news services across the province and the boys scored very well, winning the Monthly.

The most difficult part about these missions was keeping themselves under control. It was such a tense experience, and so outside the normal, that they kept bursting into fits of laughter. They needed several dry runs just to get the giggles out. Noah's mom and the housekeeper thought they were just having a good time studying, but expressed concern they weren't getting enough outdoor recreation.

∉∉∉

"Okay, let's step it up," Noah said. "We still have the pictures from the case to go through and we haven't come up with a way to nail old Petey. You guys get that crap off the bed and I'll start downloading the images... Throw me your phones." Noah attached his camera to his notebook, opened up iPhoto, and began importing the images. Mick and Judd obediently put their phones on the desk and turned to packing up the trash on the bed. Judd abruptly tugged on the plastic sheet as Mick picked up his corner, causing Mick to tumble onto the bed and land with his face in a pile of garbage.

"You Fag! Trying to get me into bed?" Mick retorted.

"You wish!" Judd laughed.

“Guys! Guys! In this day and age, homophobic language is highly offensive,” Noah smiled. “Having said that, that's a good angle to use on Adamoski! He's in an old boys' network, selling macho auto-parts, and pestering bikers. I'll bet he's got some homophobia going on there, or his associates do!"

"Not bad," Mick agreed.

"Yeah! That would work," chimed in Judd.

"It's not enough though," said Noah, "we still need to find a way to hook the media. Without coverage we're dead in the water, we won't even get listed."

"We haven't looked at the images from the sample case yet, there's bound to be something there..." said Mick.  

There was a knock on Noah's bedroom door. "Just a minute," Noah called. "Throw a blanket over that," he whispered, pointing to the pile of trash on the bed, as he let himself out into the hallway. He came back a few minutes later. "It's dinnertime and they want to know if you guys will be staying. I told them you both had homework and were heading home."

"Did your parent's say anything about that bruise?" asked Judd.

"No. They pretty much look right through me whenever we meet to discuss anything."

"Yeah, mine too," commiserated Mick.

"Right. We still have to work out the script, but we'll have time tomorrow. I'll go through the images and call you guys tonight if I find anything that gives us an angle." He resumed importing the images from their phones and handed them back. They peered at the images as they appeared on Noah's screen.

"He was packing a lot of shit," said Judd.

"We definitely got his customer diary; there should be something in there," said Mick.

"Yeah. And I want to get a closer look at that ticket," said Noah, "there was a note attached..." Another knock came on the door.

"Noah, are you sure your friends won't stay for dinner?" his mother asked through the door.

"No, they're just leaving!" he replied. "You guys take off. I'll call you tonight." He handed them their phones.

"Okay, later then," said Mick.

"Sounds good," agreed Judd. "Hey Mick, gimme a ride okay?"

"What's the problem, your car out of gas again, Doofus?"

"Bite me, buddy. My mom needed it. She was supposed to pick up your dad, they were going for a little afternoon delight."

"Yeah, right!" They both laughed as they tromped down the stairs and out into the setting sun of the late afternoon.

∉∉∉

That night Noah hit pay-dirt. In addition to getting detailed photos of both Adamoski's 'Go Get 'Em' itinerary and 'Super Sales' contact list, they had also found and photographed a ticket to the annual awards dinner for the Most Valuable Player of the Preston Minors Hockey League, along with a legible handwritten note, which was was attached with a bright gold paper clip.

"Pete, looking forward to seeing you at the awards dinner. My number 3 Ace, Arney, is up for an award!!! Wear a jacket. -Denner

The ticket was dated for Thursday and a special surprise guest. was promised to MC the event. Now it appeared their plan was no longer dead in the water. Noah texted Mick and Judd with news of the find, and together they worked out a scenario that would lead Pete Adamoski into a media nightmare, and usher them into international Shame Game fame.
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On With the Show
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They met after school the next day, Tuesday, in Judd's basement for a final review of their battle plan. Today was D-day and they would begin by going over their mission. The plan was to make several phone calls to Sham Denner through a Bell Canada calling card. This would show a 416 area code, originating in Ontario, on Denner's call display; it was the best they could do, but would serve to screen their identity and create some confusion. The first two calls were intended to establish that Adamoski was trying to contact Denner, but having line trouble. These calls would fail because of a 'bad' connection. The final call would be the impersonation of Pete Adamoski himself. Any of the other boys could make the first two, but the third would be made by Judd, the expert impersonator.

Mick made two calls which were picked up by Denner and promptly dropped. They judged these preliminary 'line problem' calls as successful. Denner was now psychologically prepared to accept a call from his auto-parts sales rep, Pete Adamoski, regardless of where it appeared to originate. The 'broken' connections induced him to suspend his critical thinking and believe the third call was truly coming from Adamoski.

Noah attached a special microphone for generating static on the cellphone. He handed the mic to Judd and tapped in Denner Chev Olds' number. After several rings, again, Sham Denner came on the line.

"Pete, is that you?"

(static) "Yes, it's me Shammy. We need to talk."

"Looks like we've got a bad line here, Pete, but, good to hear from you! What can I do for you?"

(static) "I need to talk to you personally about something very important," said Judd in a husky voice. "Something personal."

"Sure, what is it Pete?"

(static) "I've got a problem...I can't continue as your sales rep."

"Why? What's the problem?"

(static) "Well to be honest, I'm in love with you!"

"What? That's crazy. Are you drunk?"

(static) "Yes, drunk on love! Listen, I'm going to be in Preston this week and I have to see you! I just can't stop thinking about you, and I know you feel it too. We can go away together. Please. I need to be with you!"

"I'm a married man!"

(static) "That doesn't matter. In time your wife will understand. Let me tell her for us, or we can go to her together. I'll come by your office at the dealership as soon as I arrive. We'll tell her it's something we can't ignore any longer."

"You're nuts!"

(static) "Of course, you're right. She won't be at the dealership. I'll meet you at the awards dinner, Thursday night. We can tell her there! You were so thoughtful to send me a ticket. I'll see you soon, darling!" Judd whispered, and hung up.

The boys burst out laughing. Noah detached the microphone and switched off the tape recorder. "I'll package this up and upload it to the Shame Game site as our entry. We're golden!"
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Point of No Return
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~ FRIDAY MORNING ~

His heart racing, Benny Harper's mind blurted out a piece of archaic wisdom of questionable merit. It spoke in his ear with a voice that could have been his mother's, a lapsed disciplinarian, 'Start as you mean to go on.' The advice was suspect, given that he was driving a rusted out taxicab across a runway at the Vancouver International Airport with a Jumbo Jet lumbering towards him, readying for takeoff. He was low on gas and a long way from the safety zone on the opposite side of the runway.

Lest any residue of doubt remain, another choice saying sprang into his mind in the voice of his father, a devout anti-disciplinarian and long since split from his mother, but still it jived: 'Passed the point of no return, going back is farther than going forward, Benny.' This evoked a vivid childhood memory of a sweltering August day, bushwhacking towards Sakinaw lake. His dad had guessed it lay at the end of an overgrown logging road in Pender Harbour. It was a grueling hike; Benny, only ten at the time, felt his legs heavy as tree stumps. How he yearned to ride on his dad's shoulders, or to turn back to the car. But turning back wasn’t an option; they had, in his dad's words, passed the mysterious point of no return.

Much like his current predicament, both choices had their advantages. Turning around and going back seemed like a pretty safe bet. On the other hand, racing past the jet towards the charter air shacks, where his fare – his passenger – was waiting on the other side of the runway, seemed like the more practical, albeit risky, option. Since he'd carefully ignored more than one ‘No Trespassing’ sign, Benny was now way off the beaten track. Combining this with the fact he was low on gas meant he was certainly past the point of no return. He had to make up his mind quickly. The Jumbo Jet was so close he could almost smell the jet fuel.

∉∉∉

The events of the last month had frightened MLA (Minister of the Legislative Assembly) Randal Liddle, and his wife Janey, out of their fog of complacency. The campaign of fear against Randal began when he made a passionate speech in the provincial legislature, on protecting an individual's rights to privacy. The first of several speeches, in fact, thrusting him into the limelight as an 'expert' on the security and privacy lecture circuit. Almost immediately they began to receive threatening phone calls. Someone even planted a burning cross on their front lawn. But the boiling point came when his oldest friend and mentor, Bruce Styles, was found at home, in his car, dead from carbon monoxide poisoning.

Bruce was a long-time privacy advocate and, strangely, Randal's strongest opponent. He repeatedly warned Randal against speaking out, insisting he would be stirring up a hornet's nest. Only last week, Bruce angrily pushed by him in the crowded hallway of the assembly shouting, "Blast you, Randal! You're insane if you think you can make the slightest difference speechifying over this! I won't support you! As a matter of fact, I will disavow you!"

It was the last time they spoke.

Randal found it impossible to grok this behaviour of Bruce's, and he mulled over his friend and their relationship, as he buckled himself into his seat and tried to pass the time counting the islands below, while the amphibious De Havilland Otter made its bumpy way back to Vancouver. It simply wasn't in his friend's nature to back down from anyone. Of course, after several outrageous allegations against Bruce were made public, it became easier to imagine the man coming unglued, and perhaps even committing suicide. Randal received word of his death only hours earlier at the National Security And Privacy conference on Vancouver Island and he left immediately.

With the plane cruising low and his face pressed up against the pressurized cabin window, Randal had a spectacular bird's-eye view of the San Juan Islands draped along the coast like a jade necklace. The seaplane dipped suddenly, tipping him forward and delivering a nasty blow when his forehead hit the window. Greenhorn!, he chided himself. The short hop to the Mainland was as famous for its scenery as it was notorious for its turbulent ride. Rubbing the sore spot, he sat back a safe distance and resumed his mental review.

The NSAP conference was too important to miss, so he took precautions by covering his tracks with misleading entries in his calendar and limiting the use of his cellphone and email. The conference was by invitation only and the guest list was private, so these measures helped him feel reasonably secure. From what, he still had no idea. He had developed a free-floating anxiety of being constantly monitored and it nauseated him.

The technical information at the conference only reinforced his fears, and learning that almost every channel of communication was actively snooped simply enraged him. Long ago his strange childhood with his sister had taught him to fear and respect the power of privacy. He had witnessed an incident that demonstrated how stripping privacy away could both bring down the powerful and turn the meek into the mighty. Finding himself on the receiving end of such emasculation galled him into action.

The conference was a place to start. He needed contacts in the security industry, people that would support tough laws against theft of personal information. But it was the wrong venue. The attendees were the sort that believed in wearing both belts and suspenders, they were ultra-conservative. That should have worked in Randal's favour, except they were making a killing providing security solutions in a sky's-the-limit marketplace, where fear of identity theft was used as a catalyst to stimulate funding for new technologies that leap-frogged the limitations of the previous wave of advancements. They were all making money hand over fist, and nobody wanted to see Government crash the party.

On the second day of the conference, Randal got the news about Bruce's apparent suicide, and there was no concentrating. He felt like the last man in a leaky lifeboat, and he'd just lost an oar. He left the conference immediately and went to Bruce's home.

He remembered the day was cold and clear, and Bruce's shell-shocked wife, Beth, met him at the door in only a bathrobe, tear tracks staining her powdered cheeks and smelling faintly of Bruce's cologne. She greeted him with a brittle hug. She felt vacant and fragile, like an empty crab shell, drying on a lonely beach.

"Why did he choose this, Randal?" she asked. "Why?"

"I don't know, Beth. I'm sorry." It was all he could come up with. She drifted into the empty house, leaving him to look through Bruce's things. There were piles of papers and books scattered across every surface in the large office. He surveyed the scene feeling ill-equipped and deflated. Answers would not be found here, not by him, of that he felt sure, but he knew someone who could find them.

Still, he needed a Rosetta stone if she was going to be able to help, so he carefully disconnected Bruce's laptop and packed it away in the case that was tucked neatly beside the desk. He found Beth in the living room, lost in her grief, staring out the window, and tried to explain that he would do the best he could to find the answers both of them needed. She seemed vaguely concerned about the laptop, but he assured her he would return it unscathed as soon as possible.

If Bruce was an oar, Randal's wife Janey, was his compass. He called her from the airport, before his flight out, and explained what had happened. She understood immediately. "You have to find out what happened to him, and she might be able to help. If anyone can, she can," said Janey.

"But she's got her own problems. I hate bringing mine to her."

"It's not just your problem, Randal. It's much bigger, isn't it?"

She had a point. He needed to make contact despite their history, so he made the phone call and asked his little sister for help. He gave no details over his cellphone, just that it was urgent he see her. She told him that he should come immediately, that she was there for him, and it brought sharp tears to his eyes.

As the small plane touched the tarmac, Randal began to worry that he was counting too much on her to provide the answers he needed. It was a pattern from the past. She always seemed to bring him a magical sense of optimism, mixed with a weird foreboding. He decided to trust the feeling of optimism, telling himself that high-functioning humans, like sufficiently advanced technologies, are indistinguishable from magic.

On his way out, he poured himself a complimentary coffee. Sipping the foul liquid, he winced and found a taxi-phone to order a cab. As he waited, Randal’s thoughts drifted to his sister, stirring a mix of emotions. After placing his order, he braced himself for another unhappy sip and walked out into the bright sunlight, rubbing his sore head.

∉∉∉

"To hell with the gas," Benny muttered, and stamped the pedal to the floor. The old Chevy Impala roared in protest and lurched forward, shooting across the tarmac and onto the airport access road, bare moments ahead of the Boeing, which thundered past with elephantine indifference. Benny thanked the Chevy for pulling his ass out of yet another jam, giving it an affectionate pat on the dash, and followed the narrow access road as it wound among a litter of small charter air companies. He made several wrong turns before finding the right address, all the time fretting that he wouldn't find the fare before some other cabbie beat him to it.

He'd been drifting in a Sunday afternoon stupor when he managed to catch the call on the dispatch radio. Dispatch had tossed the trip out to anyone in the vicinity and Benny bolted from the stand at the South Terminal, imagining a fleet of cars all barrelling down on the same address and beating him to the fare. This image was bolstered by the sight of a competitor cab speeding down the adjacent road toward the charter shacks. His adrenalin spiked, triggering his creative, if risky, maneuver of darting down the hypotenuse and crossing the runway.

Up to this point the Sunday day-shift had been depressing, with only several ten dollar trips to show for it — just enough to keep him from giving up entirely. He was out in the ‘weeds’ (the airport’s overflow lot) where a dozen other dispirited cabbies sat in line waiting for a ‘bird’ to land and a more lucrative long-distance trip that might just cover more than their fuel. Somehow it characterized what his life had become. He, or rather, the bank, owned a condo in Vancouver that had become a money pit. He was drowning in bills for modernizing the aging building, struggling with everything from outdated wiring to inefficient heating systems. The building was wrapped in a discreet, stylish facade, meant to mask its obsolete design and the shortcuts taken by a developer more interested in quick profit than longevity. To Benny, however, this facade was just a glaring reminder of his investment gone awry, a symbol that broadcast 'bad deal' to anyone who knew what to look for. 

After recovering from a long illness, Benny's life had lapsed into two stultifying functions: driving cab and paying bills. His uneventful existence as a cabbie, combined with the stress of his debts, was a dangerous combination. He possessed a tendency to take risks, a certain need for excitement, something to get edgy about. A perfect case in point was this recent shortcut, which included ignoring multiple large signs that warned, 'No Trespassing!', 'Turn Back Now!', and 'Are You Blind?', and racing across a YVR runway, all to beat some other hack out of a few bucks and a graceless tip.

What he wouldn't give for some real adventure!

Spotting his passenger, Benny put his muse on hold and pulled up in front of an aluminum-siding charter air shack. It was a hot day and the large man waiting for him in the business suit was sweating patiently. He stood awkwardly with one shoulder hunched up, his hand holding onto his computer strap, and the other counter-thrust downwards, holding a Styro of caffeine-flavoured battery acid, and watching his watch without spilling. Benny briefly wondered if the charter company hadn’t got the memo from Vancouver City Council about banning single-use plastics, including Styrofoam. Shaking off the thought, he shifted into park, popped the trunk, pushed his door open, and rolled out smartly, hitting the asphalt at a jog. He came around the cab, opening doors and making his apologies for any lateness.
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