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Dan Colborne slumped down on the bench and tried to shake the weariness from his legs. He figured he’d gone far enough, anymore hiking along the sea wall, and he would be up half the night with muscle cramps. He took another swig from the water bottle. He still hated drinking the stuff, but it was supposed to keep him hydrated, whatever that meant, and help prevent the cramping. He could not see why beer would not work just as well. He leaned over, put his head in his hands and tried to clear his mind. The walkway wasn’t busy for a change and the only sound to invade his solitude was the lapping of the waves on the shore.

“Are you alright, mister?”

Dan looked up to see a young woman with a small white scraggly dog on a leach, peering intently at him.

“Oh! Yes, yes, I am fine, just deep in thought. Thank you for being concerned and asking.”

“Good, you looked so sad and dejected; I thought you weren’t feeling well.” 

“No, just a bit perplexed, I guess, trying to sort out my life.”

“Good luck with that,” she replied. “I’ve been down that road; it goes nowhere.”

“That’s what I suspect. Do you mind if I walk with you a way and we talk?”

“Sure.”

“Your last remark was interesting. Could you expand on it? I don’t want to invade your personal life, but the futility of trying to figure my life out and how to alter it is getting to me.”

“Well, it’s the old story, related repeatedly in our world. I got pregnant at seventeen, and my parents coerced me to marry the father, a boy I hardly knew. I liked him at first but quickly grew to hate him. I was miserable but decided to change and try and make a go of it. I forced myself to become more affectionate, became a super housewife and mother, and even got a part-time job to help pay the bills. My husband was unaware of what I was trying to do. He would not talk about it and continue his boring existence of beer and poker with the boys. He didn’t even seem to accept being married. I realized that all my attempts to find some happiness and meaning to my life were in vain, so I made the last drastic change and left.”

“You mean you completely abandoned the marriage and your kid?”

“My mother agreed to raise my son, and I never set eyes on that jerk of a husband again.”

“So, are you any better off now?”

“Absolutely, I have a nice place to live, a decent job, and I can do what I want within reason, when I w ant, and with whomever I want. I’m free.”

“Yes, that was a drastic change. I’m glad it has worked out for you.”

“That is the point of my story to you. You will not fix your life by making small modifications; you need to make drastic changes to live the life you want.”

“I appreciate you sharing this with a perfect stranger. I need to turn round here and head back to my car. You have certainly given me something to think about.”

,

“I’m glad, and I hope you can work through it. Maybe we will meet out here again, and you can tell me how it’s going. I would be interested to hear.”

Dan thought about her comments on the way back to the parking area. He stopped at a viewpoint to count the freighters sitting in the harbour waiting to unload. The analogy struck him how all the people on these ships spent day after endless day on the trip over, then sat in the harbour waiting unload. In a flurry of frantic activity, they transferred their cargo to the land and then another tedious journey back to their home port. So much like his life, extended periods of boredom punctuated brief instances of excitement, pleasure, or some other strong emotion, then back to the grey days. The only way the folks on the ships were going to change their lives was to do something drastic like quitting their jobs.

Almost every day recently, when he had gone on these walkabouts, his mind meandered through this same pattern.

It was similarly frustrating when he tried to analyze how he had arrived at this watershed in his life. By society’s standard, he was a success, although he was far from it in his own eyes. The goals he had sought, happiness, contentment, and a loving family with children, had so far eluded him. The accomplishments he had achieved were those of his father, not his. R. D. Colborne had managed to steer his son with persuasion, ridicule, denial and often cruelty to obtain top-of-the-class grades in high school and university. The only potential wife, his parents, had sanctioned was a very popular and accomplished woman, a daughter from their circle of friends. So, he and Charlene were married in a gala event sponsored by R. D., who could barely afford it by this time. The old man had lost all his equity eight years earlier in the Black Monday Stock Market crash in 1987. He was a broken man by the wedding day, and two years later, he and his wife died in a head-on collision on the No. 1 Highway. Dan assumed the old man had purposely packed it in because he could not live with his shame and loss of status.

So, he and Charlene moved into the Queen’s Park Mansion and looked forward to a prosperous, happy life together raising their children, but it never happened. Although Dan’s career as a stockbroker at Kreuse Godwin flourished, Charlene could not carry a child to full term, and after three miscarriages, she had given up on the idea. Dan accepted her decision and suggested adoption, but Charlene was adamant in not even considering giving up her position as an instructor at the College to raise someone else’s kids. Dan could see his dream crumbling, and slowly they drifted apart, both physically and emotionally.

Dan envied his younger brother, although he wouldn’t admit it to anyone but himself. Arnie never bought into the old man’s regime. As he had with Dan, R.D. prodded, insulted, and threatened to ostracize. Still, Arnie just ignored him and went about his way as an average student, an average athlete with no illusions of an outstanding career or marriage. It was a stretch to believe they were brothers to see the two siblings side by side. At over six feet tall with a full muscular torso, carefully chosen clothes and expensive trimming of his black hair, Dan was a distinct contrast to his shorter brother normally dressed in Tees and jeans and sporting wavy brown locks over a slim athletic body. The differences were so distinctive that many who knew the family sometimes wondered about the respective parentage of the two boys because neither of them resembled R.D.

As Dan continued to mind-trip and stare at the freighters, he noticed the cloud bank beginning to form on the western horizon. The wind had picked up and was blowing cooler in his face with the taste of rain,

His cell phone rang as he started on a brisk walk back to his car in the parking lot. It was Margaret.

“Are you still strolling along the beach? If you are, I think you are going to get wet. I can see the storm coming in.”

“Yeah, I’m heading back to the car now. How come you are still at work? Did I not suggest you take the rest of the day off?”

“You did, but I wanted to process the rest of these orders before I went home and try and clear up this glitch with Oscar Johnson’s buy of the Consolidated stock.”

“What could be the problem? We got his two thousand shares at a penny less than he was willing to bid.”

“I know, but when I phoned him the results, he claimed he asked you to buy four thousand shares.”

“That can’t be right. He probably wished he had ordered four thousand when he saw the price go up later in the day. I am sure he only ordered two thousand. Will you go to my desk and look in my notebook for a record of his order? I will hold.”

Margaret was back in a few minutes, and he could hear him leafing through his notes,

“He’s right, Dan. He did ask you to buy four thousand.”

“Okay, I will deal with him tomorrow morning. I guess I will have to go to the Market for another two thousand and give them to him at the same price as today’s buy. Anything else?”

“Yeah, the usual, Stanford stomping around asking why you were not in your office, and where the hell were you?”

“And?”

“I gave him one of the usual answers, that you were meeting with a client and wouldn’t be back in today, but this time he caught me off guard by asking for the client's name. I told him it was Bill Waters, so you need to give Bill a heads up in case Stanford checks.”

“Thanks, Margaret. I owe you big time.”

“I know.”

“That was one change he had to make,” Dan thought, as he walked back along the sea wall, “I have to get Stanford out of my life, which means switching firms, and that would just be starting all over, building a client base, and end up doing the same damn thing for a different bunch.”

Dan was about two hundred yards from the parking area when the rains hit, not with a few sprinkles, but in a torrential downpour. Waves of water swept along the walkway drenching everything in sight, including Dan. He ducked into a temporary shelter to wait for the storm to ease off before making a dash for his car. When he sprinted into the lot, he could not locate his white Lexus.

He stood completely confused in the pouring rain, searching around the lot, hoping his car would suddenly appear. His thousand-dollar tailored suit was a water-logged rag, and mud covered his Italian leather shoes. It was a cold rain, and he shivered as he tried to figure out what to do. He had parked in his usual spot, but now the car was nowhere in sight. There was another lot within walking distance, so he trudged over to that one on the chance he had parked there instead, but no Lexus. Fortunately, the rain had stopped as suddenly as it had begun, but an hour had passed since he had first started his search.

Dan could only conclude that someone had stolen it. Right now, he needed a way home. His wallet was in the car, so hiring a cab was out of the question. Fortunately, he had his phone. He could have phoned Charlene, but she was still at work, and besides, he didn’t want her comments about him larking off from his job to go for a walk. So, he called Arnie.
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North Vancouver is blessed with annual precipitation of one hundred inches spread over 175 sunless days in the form of snowfall, constant drizzle, or sporadic periods of torrential downpour. Steady sheets of rain marked Arnie’s first day scrambling over wet rocks and water-soaked logs in a futile attempt to survey the initial building lot in a recently approved development on the rugged heights of the north shore. It was not a job he wanted, but he certainly needed one. Unfortunately, he had submitted the bid for this job without walking the terrain. It was the first time he had neglected to make a detailed study of an area before bidding on a job, and he vowed it would be the last. 

He quickly realized it would have been impossible to complete the task even if he had a fortnight of dry weather, which he knew would not happen. He had driven to the job market that morning to hire an assistant to act as a rodman for the day’s survey with the hope of at least getting a start on the project. Due to the serious threat of rain, few prospects had shown up. Against his better judgement, he hired what he considered the least unsuitable of a sorry lot. His assistant, as expected, was inexperienced and clumsy; and afraid of imagined wild animals in the bush. He struggled through two hours of sheer terror and promptly quit at noon after a series of life-threatening falls. 

“Don’t bother paying me,” the young man announced as he stumbled down the hillside. “I just want out of here while I can still walk.”

Consequently, seeing no other alternative, Arnie’s workday was over. Without the other half of a two-man survey crew, there was no way he could continue. On the trip home, he realized he needed to find a competent and, hopefully, experienced assistant who could stay with it. His first choice would be Lexi, but he hesitated to call Charlene’s sister again. She was competent and would stick until the end of the job, no matter the conditions. Still, he had felt bad too many times before asking her to change her nursing shifts at the hospital to nights and then stumble around the wet bush with him during the day, and to his surprise, without complaining. As an alternative, possibly he could get a time extension on his contract, and she could get him off the hook for a couple of days to give him time to locate someone else. It was worth a try. She would be off work in a couple of hours. He would call her then and plead for some help. All he wanted right now was a shower, dry clothes, and a Bud. The rain seemed to lessen when he crossed the bridge; however, the irritating radio disk jockey forecasted the same weather conditions next week. He stopped at the Mall for a six-pack and some deli before pulling into his parking stall.

At his apartment, Arnie cleaned up, put the Blues channel on Stingray and settled back with his second beer when his cell rang. He thought to ignore it, but he had phoned Lexi the minute he arrived home. She didn’t answer, and his call went immediately into her voicemail. Thinking the day could not get much worse, but knowing it probably would, he let it go for half a dozen rings but concerned she might be returning his call, he answered it.

“Hey, little brother, I need your help.”

“What is going on, Dan. You sound desperate. Where are you?”

“I’m down at Stanley Park,” he answered breathlessly. “Someone has stolen my car. It is pouring rain, I am soaking wet, and my wallet is in the car, so I cannot even hire a cab. Can you come and get me? I do not know what else to do.”

“Dan, I have had the day from hell. Can’t you get Charlene to come and pick you up? Why are you at the Park anyway? Did you not work today?”

“Yeah, I worked this morning, but I had to come here and go walking to clear my head after all the crises at the office. Charlene works until six, and I don’t need the aggravation of her comments right now. Look, I need you to come. I will explain when you get here.”

“Well: Okay. Did you call the cops and report the theft? Where exactly are you?”

“Down by that little lake with all the ducks. You know the spot, just inside the park.”

“I can think of at least six little lakes with ducks. You have to be a bit more specific.”

“Look, I will stand at the park entrance and wave my arms when I see your truck.”

“Okay, be there, or phone me again if your situation changes. I should make it to the Park   within the hour.”

It took an hour and a half in the pouring rain and rush hour traffic before Arnie pulled into the parking area by the pond. Dan was not at the entrance as promised, so Arnie drove to the first parking lot by a pond. He spotted his brother on a bench without a hat or coat, totally soaked and completely dejected. He had never seen his super-achiever sibling looking so forlorn, and it gave him a guilty moment of appreciation for Dan’s karma taking him down a peg.

He parked and turned the heat on full. Once they settled in the warmth of the truck, Arnie asked, “Tell me again what you are doing down here in the Park.”

Dan was digging in his brother’s supply of dry bush clothes, finally finding a pair of overalls and a shirt he could squeeze into before he answered. 

“I get away from the chaos of the office a couple of times a week to keep from going crazy, although it seems to be needed more frequently of late. The Market has been wild for the past month, and all my clients want their buy or sell orders filled immediately and scream if any delay costs them a penny. In addition, old Stanford is becoming more of a pain than usual. He is continually pushing to round up more clients even though we have trouble providing good service to the ones we have. Before I lose it, I need to get out of there and tell him where he can insert his business.”

“It sounds like you need a holiday. Why do you not take some time off? I am sure you have some coming. You could go on a cruise or somewhere warm with Charlene when her term ends.”

“Yeah, sure, if I want a relaxing vacation, it will be without Charlene, and I cannot see that happening in this lifetime; besides, I have a potential high-rolling client moving up from Mexico. I have to meet with him in a couple of weeks down in L A, and sweet talk him into giving me his business.”

The rain had weakened to a drizzle as they proceeded south on Kingsway.

“Pull into that Wendy’s up ahead, and I’ll buy you a burger for all your troubles. I do not want to go home and face another lecture from her for a while.”

They pulled into Wendy’s parking lot, and Arnie shut the motor off and started to get out of the truck. Dan opened the passenger door, then thought about it and said, “Can we just use the drive-through. Dressed like this in your two-sizes-too-small bush clothes, the way my luck has been going today. I would probably run into some of my clients.’

“Yes,” Arnie said with a smile. “You do look pretty funny, sort of like some street person I picked up along the way and was treating to a meal. You are right. We will eat in the truck to protect your image and the Colborne name.”

They ordered two cheeseburgers with fries and settled in to enjoy their meals in the truck

Arnie had tuned him out halfway through the dialogue on the way down, attempting to solve his own dilemma. Dan’s comments about his marriage were becoming a boring repeat of most of the conversations between the brothers over the past year.

“Dan, you’re too stressed. I am hearing a lot of negative stuff from you these days. It is funny, for a while, I envied you your success: top grades, a scholarship to UBC, marriage to a beautiful, successful woman, and a rewarding career until I realized it was a result of the old man’s continual demands. But what am I missing here? What happened to this story-book marriage? All I ever hear from you is negative stuff about Charlene.”

“I know. Everything Dad pushed me into, and his harassments, insults, punishments, and withdrawal of approval and affection made it come true, but somewhere along the way, I lost myself, and the victories soon became empty. You have to be careful that what you are striving for is what you want, not to please someone else.”

“Yeah, as a kid, watching you go through all that made me decide early in the game that I wasn’t going to put up with the old man’s crap. He tried, boy did he try, but every attempt to pressure me made me more obstinate and stronger in my resolve,” Arnie replied.

“I guess all I really wanted was a happy family with lots of kids who grew up knowing their parents loved them, not like our dysfunctional home. I thought Charlene wanted the same thing, and I will admit she tried, but after three miscarriages, she gave up and would not even discuss adoption. You talk of envy. I often wish I were in your shoes, you and your simple, single uncomplicated life.”

“Whenever you feel that way, let me know, and you can come out and stumble around those rain-soaked hills on the north shore.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Dan replied. “It should kill any feelings of envy. Lexi has told me about some of the dangerous jobs you take on.”

‘I cannot say I blame Charlene wanted to give up on trying for another baby, but I don’t understand her position on not adopting.”

“I guess she did not want to raise children that were not of our so-called noble blood.”

“Okay, I get that, but what about the other parts of your life, your job and social activities, etc. You are always going to dinners and other social events, having people over for meals or evenings of entertainment. Does that not give you any pleasure?”

“Are you kidding? Those are all Charlene’s friends, folks from the College, members of all these damn clubs she belongs to, and the pointless events and questionable charities they support. As for the job, I like the money, but that is about it. Let me tell you of a little encounter I had earlier in the day on the seawall.”

Dan recounted the experience of meeting the young woman, her story, and the relevance he could see to his own situation.

“Yeah, I can see some relevance, but it’s a bit of a stretch comparing her former life to your current situation.”

“I know, but it did drive home the realization I had to make some changes, and as she said, the operative word is ‘drastic.’”

”Dan, all this is dealing with generalities. If you’re planning a drastic change or changes, you have to identify what that change or changes will be specifically. Let me ask you this. If you can clear your mind of all the demands and words of the old man, how would you, Dan Colborne, like to spend the rest of your life?

Dan was quiet for so long that Arnie thought he had forgotten the question. They munched away n their meals until they finished, and Arnie had deposited the refuse in the bin.

“I have never told this to anyone,” Dan announced as Arnie climbed back into the vehicle,” much even admitted it to myself. I don’t know if you recall when I joined the Drama Club in my final year of high school. It was a pitiful defiance to the old man and Charlene at that time. Neither could see any point to it and any way it would enhance my career prospects, so all I got was continual ridicule and lack of support from both. The thing was, I really enjoyed acting in our little plays and was good at it. If it had not been for that, I probably would have buckled under to their demands. Our year-end production was ‘Death of a Salesman,’ and I got the lead part of Willy Loman. The production was considered a success, and I had a ball playing the role. I don’t think I have enjoyed anything as much in my life since. Of course, our folks refused to attend. Charlene was there but had nothing but derisive comments.”

“I remember,” Arnie replied. “I was there. Dad forbid me to go, but I snuck out of the house. I was only ten, but I really enjoyed it.”

“Huh! I never knew you were there.”

“Neither did the old man, but that sort of opens up your dilemma. You need to pursue it. There are a couple of little theatre groups in the City. Join them and get involved in their productions. To me, it’s a no-brainer.”

“Yeah, but can you imagine the comments I will get from my neighbours and clients and Charlene's downright mean and negative remarks.”

“Yeah, well, you wanted ‘drastic’; you adopt a don’t-give-a-damn attitude about what anyone thinks. Act silly and foolish and don’t care if you screw up. It has worked for me at times and helps deflate the ego. Nothing you do, or I do, or, what anyone does, is important in the whole scheme of things, so just look at life as having the best time you can.”

“That’s a tall order. You say that it solves your problems?

“Some. I’m still fine-tuning it.”

Arnie felt that old nostalgia twinge as they entered the driveway in front of the Mansion, the home where the brothers had grown up. It was one of the larger Queens Avenue houses, dating back to the late eighteen hundreds. When their parents had passed on in the accident, Dan and Charlene had moved in. Arnie had stayed for a year and then sought the privacy of his nearby apartment. The Mansion was dark, and there was no sign of Charlene’s car.

“I guess I’ll have a few hours to myself before she shows up. Thanks for the ride.”

As Arnie pulled up in front of his building, he noticed the light coming from his fifth-floor apartment. He was sure he had turned everything off before leaving to pick up Dan. He felt a twinge of apprehension as he parked in the underground parkade and mounted the stairs. He inserted the key, but the door was unlocked. His first vision was Lexi sprawled on the sofa watching some medical show on television. She had gone home first to exchange her hospital scrubs for shorts and a halter.

“Where have you been?” She asked. “You phoned, left no message, as usual, leading me to believe you had seriously injured yourself, so I rush over here, and there’s no you.”

“I question the word ‘rush.’ You did take time to go home and change from that grey nightgown into something sexy. Couldn’t you find anything more revealing to wear?”

“I could, but I don’t think you could handle the exquisite beauty of my naked body. You are right; I didn’t rush. I knew you would not seek medical help for anything short of impending death.”

“How did you know it was me who called? I did not leave a message.”

“That’s how I knew. Everyone else I know has figured out that voicemails are for messages. Where did you go in such a hurry?”

“To save big brother from pneumonia, he had driven over to Stanley Park to go for a walk, and someone stole his car, leaving him stranded in the pouring rain.”

Lexi was silent for a few minutes, then said, “Are you sure it was stolen? Maybe he had forgotten where he parked it. Did you go looking for it at all?”

“In the pouring rain, I do not think so. Besides, he assured me he had checked the other lots. Why do you ask?”

“Because Charlene has mentioned that he has been a bit forgetful over the past few weeks. Evidently, he has been under a lot of stress at work and has not slept very well. Believe me; I know what a lack of sleep can do to you. I have done some strange things at work at the end of a double shift.”

Lexi walked into the kitchen, poured herself a glass of wine, and cracked a beer for Arnie.

“What are we celebrating?”

“You asking me for a favour, and for once in my sheltered life, me turning you down.”

“Is that a cause for celebration?”

“For me, it is. I know you need my help, but I cannot take any more time off, and my body cannot handle scampering around on those wet rocks. It would be best if you found someone else. Have you talked to Charlene about it?”

“I do not think I want your sister out in the bush with me. We would probably end up killing each other.”

“No, silly, there are all kinds of kids over at the College, who could use the extra money and would be higher up the evolutionary scale than that bunch down at the job market.”

“Probably true, but you forget Charlene teaches Creative Writing. I don’t need some budding poets composing verses between survey shots.”

“Jeez, you’re dense. They teach other things over there, for example, the first two years of Engineering. Some of those people might appreciate getting some firsthand experience. Talk to Charlene to see if she will put up a notice for you in that Department. It might work. I'll call her and give her a heads up on what you need and see if she's amenable to helping.” 

“Thanks, Lexi. That’s the first good idea I’ve heard today.”

“Okay. Maybe you can help me with one. Charlene has invited me to move into the Mansion. She said I could have my own suite on the third floor, the one you used to have, no rent, just help with dog walking and the yard and garden.”

“Sounds like a good deal, but I sense your concern.”

“I don’t know. I always wondered why you moved out, only a year after your parents died. Can you tell me?”

It is complicated, but the reasons should not affect your decision. In a nutshell, I grew up in a household with very controlling and demanding parents and an older brother who was an overachiever and successful at everything he tried. Dad continually pushed me with derision, insults, threats, and downright meanness to follow in his footsteps. For a while, I tried, failed miserably, and finally gave up and decided to live my life on my terms, much to their chagrin. I didn’t experience a lot of sorrow when they passed on. I don’t have good memories associated with the Mansion. After their death, Charlene tried to take over their role and run my life. That is when I got out. So, what can I say? You don’t have that baggage to carry around, and you will have to deal with your sister, but I guess you have been doing that all your life."

"That's not a problem. Every time Charlene tries to push me around, I do something weird or outrageous to embarrass her, and she backs off."
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Dan was up, dressed, and had breakfast by seven. He experienced a momentary shock when he opened the garage door and found an empty stall where the Lexus should be. Then he remembered the fiasco of the previous day. Anxious to get to work, he decided to take Charlene's car. Since it was only a few blocks to the College, she usually walked to work. He was almost to his office when he realized it was Saturday, and neither the Market nor his office would be open. When he drove into the Parkade and pulled up to his assigned spot, there was the Lexus where he had left it the previous morning. This was confusing. How could he not have remembered that he had taken the bus to the park? “Arnie’s right,” he thought. “I do need to take a holiday.” However, since he had some work to catch up on, he decided to get Security to let him in so the day would not be a total waste. He parked her car in an adjacent stall and took the two flights of stairs up to the offices of Kreuse Goodwin. Fortunately, the cleaning lady working that floor recognized him and unlocked the office door.

“You working overtime, Mr. Colborne?” she asked. “We haven’t seen you here on the weekend in a long time.” 

“Yes, I guess I'm,” Dan replied, not wanting to admit he hadn’t realized it was a Saturday.

Arnie was going to phone Charlene first thing after breakfast, but she beat him to it.

"Arnold, what's going on? The police showed up a few minutes ago to tell Daniel they had found his car."

"Yeah, somebody stole it yesterday at Stanley Park. Since you were not home, I had to go down and get him."

"What was he doing at the Park? I thought he went to work yesterday."

"He said he was taking a mental health walk along the seawall to get away from all the stress at the office. When he rushed back to the parking lot in the pouring rain, the car was gone."

"Arnold, the police found his car in his stall at the office parkade."

"What? I don't understand."

"It must have been some special kind of crook to steal a car and then return it to the owner's parking spot. Somehow, it does not surprise me. Daniel is doing some strange things these days."

"Like what?"

"A month ago, we walked downtown to a movie. When it was over, and we were standing in the lobby, he told me to wait; he would be right back. He showed up an hour later, complaining that he could not find the car and that we would have to walk home. He acted very defensively when I reminded him we had walked there. Two or three times recently, he has had to come back in from the garage to get his keys, and last week he drove back from the office to get the briefcase he forgot. I don't know what's going on, but I'm getting concerned."

"It has to be the stress, Charlene. Evidently, he is working on a big deal to take on a Mexican high roller as a client. Maybe when the pressure eases off, things will get back to normal."

"I hope so.”

“By the way, did Lexi talk to you about my problem finding competent assistants? I've got a panic job, and I can't find anyone capable enough to do the job. She thought you could help me locate someone at the College."

"Yes, she phoned, and I might have a lead for you. Michael Sparn teaches a course in Drafting and Surveying. I often see him with a group of students out on the campus parking area with these instruments. I assume this is the surveying part. Some of my English class also take his course, and they seem like the outdoorsy types. I can give Michael your name and tell him you will call and explain your problem. He will not be in today. Monday morning would probably be a suitable time to get him.”

"Thank you, Charlene. I owe you."

"Just help me figure out what is going on with your brother."

Dan put on a pot of coffee then settled into his office with the steaming brew. He had decided to contact a few clients and pass on some Market advice. His first two calls were to Henry Rollins, his personal banker, and Darryl Kline, who supplied his house's insurance. Both men informed him that he had called them earlier in the week with the same advice. In the middle of his desk, he found a note from Margaret, reminding him he had to resolve the incorrect order for Oscar Johnson. When he called, Johnson told him that his secretary had already solved the problem. Confused, Dan read Margaret’s note again, this time to the end where she had added that he needed to do nothing; she had handled the account. 

The frustrations of trying to accomplish something meaningful, the greyness of the day and the steady patter of rain against his office window were depressing him. He felt his mind was playing tricks on him again, He needed to go for another walk to get clear, but the weather was too miserable. He opted for a leisurely lunch at a nearby restaurant, then a Skytrain ride home.

Charlene greeted him at the door.

"Where's my car?"

It took Dan a minute to reply.

"I guess both cars are downtown," he stammered. "I don't understand how I could forget them."

They spent the remainder of the day taking a taxi to the parkade, retrieving both vehicles, and driving them home.

On Monday morning, the rain had finally quit by the time Arnie put his call to Professor Sparn at the College.

"Yes, Charlene phoned me first thing this morning. I think we should talk. Can you come over now? I don't have a class until eleven."

Arnie was knocking on his door twenty minutes later.

"Come in."

The room was spacious, larger than Arnie had expected. A massive wooden desk of indeterminate age, resting on a well-worn carpet, filled one end. The man sitting behind it, equally as large and probably just as old, rose to greet him. Mike Sparn was well over six feet with a once well-muscled body that had mostly gone south. However, his thick black hair and almost wrinkleless face belied his age which Arnie estimated to be in the sixties.

"Charlene Colborne briefly outlined your problem, just enough to get me interested. As I understand it, you wish to hire one or more of my students as rod persons to complete a survey of a batch of development lots on the North Shore."

"That's essentially it. I am working on a tight time frame. My initial bid was to survey twenty residential lots in two weeks. I quoted on the job without walking the ground and found how unrealistic my proposal was once I got out there. I have been able to extend the deadline an extra fortnight, but it will still be tight. I will be lucky to break even on the job."

Sparn said nothing. He got up, walked to the window, and stared out at the parking lot. 

While he was so engrossed, Arnie looked about the room, his attention immediately drawn to antique surveying instruments mounted on the wall.

Sparn noticed his interest

Finally, he turned and responded.

“Do you recognize that transit?”

“That is a Bird Transit. They made them back in the eighteenth century. Is that an original?”

“No, just a replica of the instrument Mason and Dixon used to survey a straight east-west line more than two hundred miles long through forests, swamps and mountains to set the boundary between Maryland and Pennsylvania, which was in dispute. The survey took five years, and they completed it in 1768. Evidently, the line has been checked several times for accuracy and found to be as true as if they had used a modern instrument.”

“It would be interesting to attempt a present-day survey with one.”

“I doubt if your developers would be open to that suggestion.”

“Yeah, they just want every job done as fast and as cheap as possible Innovations and accuracy are probably the least of their concerns.” 

"You are right; their priorities will never change. Thirty years ago, I worked as an Ontario Land surveyor, mostly in the Lakes regions north of Toronto. We spent a decade in the eighties shooting in lakeshore lots. That was rocky country but certainly nowhere near as rugged as the North Shore. After a few bad falls, I finally had to give it up, as I could no longer depend on my knees or balance. They say that when you can’t do, you can teach, which brought me to this position at the College. For the past few years, the practical part of my course's surveying component has been mapping the parking lots or certain City park areas when I can get permission. For the drafting component of the course, the students present the data they gather in a graphical form. It has reached the point where it is exceedingly difficult for me to generate enthusiasm in going through these same old drills again."

"Yeah, I can see where repeating that routine would get tiresome very quickly."

"Exactly, I think we can help you with your problem, and it would certainly be a benefit to me, but I require your additional assistance in return. I want you to instruct the class on up-to-date methods and equipment now being universally used for land surveying. I am afraid my notes and material are out of date. Are you amenable to that?"

"Whoa! That probably will not work. I’m not a teacher, and that's not one of my goals in life," Arnie explained, "and I have no credentials to be employed by the College."

"Not a problem. You will simply be acting as a volunteer consultant. Since you will not be an employee or appear on the payroll, the bean counters or the teacher’s union should not be concerned. I have fourteen bright little minds enrolled this term. Half of them will probably be useless in the bush, especially up there, but I have five, three men and two women, who I feel confident, can help you complete the job and would be interested in earning money if you wish to employ any of them on other jobs. Two of them, Manny and Crystal, have experience running a transit. I have one instrument available here. If you have a spare, you can be shooting in three lines at a time, although the progress will probably go much slower."

"It could work," Arnie replied. "But aren't your non-bush types going to feel left out in this scenario?"

"Not if they fill in as alternate rodmen and work mainly in the flatter areas. I can also give them a group lesson on the transit when we are out there."

"It sounds good, Mike. I think it would work. What's it going to cost me?"

"Just your time as a teacher after the survey work is complete. The school has insurance to cover field trips and such. I think this exercise would qualify."

"If it does not, any employees I have are covered by my policies."

Arnie went with Mike Sparn to meet with his class at two o'clock. Mike introduced him and explained to the group in detail how the project would work. He also offered the opportunity for anyone who didn’t want to participate to opt out and get an alternate assignment. Although enthusiasm didn’t permeate the room, no one wanted out.

Arnie planned to meet with Mike and the class the following Friday morning on the property.
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Arnie was settling in to organize the field program and put together teaching notes when a rap on the door revealed Dan, soaking wet again.

"I wasn’t expecting the rain, so I didn't pack an umbrella, and I was closer to your place than mine when it started to pour."

"Come on in. I will get you some dry clothes again. Was this another mental health walk?"

"Sort of. I had to get out of the house. Charlene is driving me nuts. She has been nagging me for the past week about seeing a doctor. She thinks there is something wrong with my head since I tend to forget a few things these days. I keep trying to explain to her that it is just stress from this latest deal I am trying to put together, but you know her, once she gets an idea in her head, she won't let go."

"Yeah, your wife is not an easy person to live with. Why do you think I moved out of the Mansion last year? You should just see Charlie and get a clean bill of health. That should shut her up for a while. She will trust Charlie’s call."

"That’s a good idea, I will," Dan replied, "but first, I have to fly down to LA to meet with this new client. He is moving from Mexico up here and wants me to handle his Market trading account. We have only had phone conversations so far. Now I just must get all the right documents cleared and signed. Rico does all his own research and has been highly successful, but he wants to operate in a more stable environment with less onerous tax concerns."

"That sounds great. This Rico does all the digging, and you just buy and sell the stock for him."

"Something like that but probably a bit more complicated. I will know better after we have ironed out the details next week. The thing is, Charlene is hassling me about the trip. She says she is concerned about me going alone. Can you imagine that? It is beginning to make me wonder about her mental condition. She suggested I ask you to go with me."

"Why, so you won't forget to come home? Sorry, but that is not going to happen. Tell her I am busy with a bunch of contracts, but I suggested you ask her sister. That should make her abandon that line of thought."

While Dan was showering, Arnie tossed his wet clothes in the dryer and then gathered his notes, realizing that he would have to postpone any more productive work until the next day.

When Dan came out of the bedroom, Arnie said, "I know you well enough after a lifetime in the same family that you don't do anything without a plan. What was your real reason for coming over?"

"I need to talk again. The more I try and figure things out, the more confused I get. All my life, you have been the only person I can level with without being judged. I've put on a good show to everyone, friends, neighbours, colleagues, etc. All think I have got it all, their idea of a perfect life, everybody except you. You've always been able to see through the facade."

“That's mostly true, Dan. I did envy you all through high school and university. You had good grades, the most beautiful girlfriends, and a bundle of sports awards. You accomplished everything that made the folks proud, and then I came along, laid-back Arnie, who didn’t do anything outstanding. You set the family standard, and poor old Arnie could not reach it. You didn’t realize it, but you did me a favour. You made me find my own identity. I realized I didn’t care about the grades or excelling in sports, and most of all, I did not care if the folks approved of me. Doctor Charlie and I talked about it. He is your best friend but has also lived in your shadow. He cares about you but is well aware of your demons."

Dan was quiet for a few minutes before replying.

"Thank you. That helps. I didn’t realize this about Charlie. I never confided in him; maybe I should have. "

"Well, please don't mention to him that I shared this with you. As you know, he is a proud man, but he is concerned about your welfare."

“I won't. I guess I am sick of my life, and I needed to unload. If I stop and look forward to another thirty years of it, I know something has to change."

"What will you do?"

“I don't know, but I will figure it out.”

––––––––
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It was a motley assortment assembled Friday morning on the mountain road in North Vancouver. Arnie drove up beside the group, taking a few minutes to look over his potential surveyors. It was not a reassuring sight. Mike Sparn joined him as he emerged from the truck, and most of the students gathered around them. Only a small group who were attempting to project an aura of cool detachment remained apart. Fortunately, the past week's rain held off, so Arnie decided the exercise would hopefully not be a total loss. At this point, he didn’t have much choice, just deal with what he had and get the job done.
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