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June 16th, 2015

The ocean was grey and choppy, forever repositioning itself in an endless squirm. Its unsettled vastness hypnotized the senses, swallowed up time. Jake Thompson knew this world, loved it, most days. Not today. Today, he was at his lowest ebb. His gut twisted and turned in a leathery knot. His head was in a fog. The universe was telling him something he did not want to hear, something he did not need to be told, but he was doing it anyway. It was the only way he could think of to get back to the unencumbered air he used to breathe.

He was disposing of the body.

As Jake stepped back onto the cracked floorboards of this floating home, the fresh, salty, air made him conscious.  Getting rid of the body had to be the best option. He could walk away and forget it even happened. A sudden surge of the ocean beneath his feet questioned this rationale. It would never set him free. It would always be there, reminding him of where the body was buried, an unwilling accomplice pining to come clean. Jake ignored this warning and continued on. The powers that be had no right to judge after what they had made him do. 

As Jake’s six foot two, broad-shouldered frame lumbered down into the bowels of his fishing trawler, the newspaper clippings and photos of the crime he had been focused on for the past three months immediately caught his eye. They were pasted all over the walls and ceiling of his unmade bed, reminding him of a time when his thoughts were more centered, his objectives more clear. But that was lost on him now, too, or had his goal been reached, and justice served? He supposed he could think of it this way, despite how much the resolution haunted him. There had been too much chaos in the events that had transpired for any of it to receive the seal of redemption.

There he was, thinking again. He had to stop that or he would soon be second-guessing his plan. Doubt and regret would take over and he may fling himself overboard to end the internal chatter. Instead, Jake quickly grabbed the crowbar and snips from under the bed and went back up to the top deck. He had to finish the job he had set out to do before any more penitence surfaced.

The glassy eyes of Winston Chow’s corpse locked onto Jake as he opened the door to the fish hold. The body was stiff and hard to move, curled in the fetal position as if preparing to return from where it came. He pulled on the arm to wedge out the head and the rest slipped onto the deck with the crackle of shattering frost. Neither of these men had known each other a few days earlier. They were from different lands, different cultures. They had grown up thousands of miles away and hardly spoke the same language. A ripple of remorse passed through Jake as he could hear his wife whispering in his ear to stop. Jake ignored this warning and continued on.  He still found it hard to believe she was out there somewhere. 

Jake isolated the left hand, and wrapped the snips around Winston’s ring finger, removing the narrow section between the knuckle and the nail. He placed this stub inside a small plastic bag with a handful of ice and removed the diamond-encrusted wedding band from the remaining appendage. He would return that to Candace at a later date.

Maybe this is God’s plan, Jake thought, if there was a God, which was a question he’d been forced to face ever since this avalanche left the hillside. Was there a cosmic force dictating all that happened, or was this disaster all of his own making? He doubted he would ever know the answer, and was not sure if he wanted to. The former eased his guilt, but the latter, was far more likely.

After looping the chain under Winston’s legs and weaving the cable around the body, Jake was now able to secure the fastener and maneuver it out over the ocean with the pulley. A wave smacked the starboard side, spraying Jake’s face with icy cold water. The world was doing everything in its power to convince him not to go through with this plan, but the world was no friend of his right now. It had not been ever since the night his life had exploded.

Jake gazed at his victim one last time and, if the expression could speak, it would be asking ‘why’. Jake did not know the answer. This ultimate fate was as much of a surprise to him as it was to the dead man hanging on a hook in front of him so he grabbed the lever and pulled. The makeshift harness released and the body crashed into the choppy sea.

As Jake watched the face slowly sink into the void, he knew in that moment it was going to be impossible for him to keep quiet. The knowledge of what he had done would be like a cancer that would invade his body and affect every choice he made from there on in. He couldn’t live with that. He’d have to have it treated, and the only possible way he knew was to tell the truth.

First, however, he’d have to figure out what that was.
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October 10th, 2012


THREE YEARS EARLIER



“Do we have any gas?” Standing over the lawnmower, Rickie Wong yelled to whoever might be listening in the big house on the corner. He knew there wasn’t much chance of a response. It was more a call of frustration than anything else. He was sixteen and tasked with mowing the lawn every week.  Today, it looked like his chore would take much longer than he’d expected. He just wanted to get it over with as fast as possible. He had a party to go to, and Sarah Jacobs was going to be there.  

If there wasn’t any spare gas in the garage, Rickie would have to bike to the gas station with the jerry can on his rat trap. While that usually wouldn’t be too bad, he might run into Clive, his old soccer coach, who worked there and always wanted to talk. That would cause him to miss his ride and force him to take the bus to the party alone. This would make him late, and Sarah Jacobs, whom he had adored from afar for a year now, may be off with someone else.

It was a hot day for October, and this would probably be the last time Rickie would have to do this chore this year. He knew the robust blades would put up a fight. They were thick and green and had been left to grow for several weeks too long. Because Rickie was almost six feet tall and had muscular thighs from playing soccer five days a week, he was up for the job, but he knew it would take more effort than usual.

“Rickie, how’re you gettin' to the party tonight?”  A rush of relief wafted in from behind him as soon as he heard this voice. It was the sound of brotherhood, and instantly, anything seemed possible.  Sal Blanco had been his best friend since grade five, and together, they could meet any challenge.

“Freddie’s got his parent’s car, and he’s giving me a ride as long as I’m ready by seven-thirty, but I’ve gotta finish the lawn, and this stupid thing’s run out of gas.“ 

“Take the bus with me. Freddie sucks at driving. Last time I was with him, I almost shit my pants.”  

“I thought you were going with Mark?” 

“Mark wants to take Tammy alone. Besides, he’s a shitty driver too. The bus goes right by there.”

This soothed Rickie’s nerves somewhat. He’d have his wingman with him. All would be well.

“Rickie, could I talk to you for a minute?”

Rickie looked to see his big sister, Alex, signaling him from the front porch. Alex’s voice was like a musical note floating through the air, giving him a sense of comfort no matter what words she spoke. She was the top of her class, a star soccer player, a classical pianist. She was also his ‘pseudo mom’ ever since their real mother had passed away five years earlier, so he owed her a lot.

“Hi, Sal!” Alex smiled and waved to Rickie’s friend.

“Hey, Alex!” Sal’s face beamed back, happy to be acknowledged by this wunderkind but too dumbstruck to think of anything witty to say.

“OK, gotta go. Call ya later.” Sal made sure to wave one more time to Rickie’s big sister before leaving, hoping to get another glimpse of her smile.

“What’s up?” Rickie approached Alex on the stairs, prepared to fulfill any wish she might desire.

“I need a favor. What are you doing tonight?”

Rickie hesitated. “Well...I sorta got a party to go to.” The sound of capitulation was already evident in his voice.

“An important party?” 

“Uhh, in a way. Yeah.” He shrugged and tried to hide the face he knew she could read, that of a person who could easily be talked out of their plans.

“So, you wouldn’t want to take Maple to her school play tonight, instead? I’d owe you one.”

Rickie’s eyes tightened. He was hoping it would at least be a decent option, something worthy of passing up the stress of this party. Taking his little sister to a play was not in that category.

“I have a paper to write, and an exam is coming up. It would help me a lot.” She smiled softly, fully aware of the effect it would have.

Rickie looked at his big sister standing on the top step, her pleading face melting his resolve. She was seven years older and had done so much for him. Sarah Jacobs was little more than a close second to his big sister right now. “What time is it at?”

“Eight.” 

“Eight? Yikes.” He winced.

She queried his deflated expression. “You don’t normally care about parties. What’s so important about this one?”

“Nothing. It’s just...you know...”  He shrugged bashfully. “...there may be someone...expecting me.” The expression on his face was plain enough to fill in the blanks.

“Oh? Well...that’s different.” 

“No, it’s ok.”

“Sure, it is. You go. Forget I asked.”

“No. Well, yeah, except...I still have to mow the lawn, and there’s no gas, so I’ll probably be late anyway.”

“I can mow the lawn.” 

“Really?”

“Of course.” Alex lowered herself from the steps on her way to the lawnmower to survey the job. “Just show me how it’s done. I’ll do it.”

“I don’t know if you can. The grass is pretty long. It will take a lot of muscle.”

“Telling me I can’t is the best way to get me to do it, you know that, right?” She grabbed the handles and started pushing. “Besides, I need a good workout.” 

The mower wouldn’t move. She glanced at him, wondering if it was actually true what he said.

“It’s easier if the engine’s on, but first, we need gas.”

“Gas. Right.”  They shared a smile.

“I’ll get the can, and you can drive me there.”

“Great. Man’s work. Love it.” Alex smiled as Rickie went to the garage. She needed this as much as he did. Ever since their mom had passed, these moments had become fewer and farther between.  They both needed more of these chances to bond and prove their love for each other. This was hers. “Do you have money?”

“Yep. It’s all covered.” 

“Great.” They smiled, and that was it. Problem solved. All was right in the world. 

Until it wasn’t.
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June 16th, 2015

––––––––
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Jake had moored the Shell-Shocked by a small island to shelter it from the wind. The ocean was now calm. The sun was peeking through the trees from the west. The pungent aroma from the fish stew bubbling on the stove in the cabin was filling his nostrils with smells of the sea. Still, his next decision was not an easy one. Plan A seemed doable on the outside, but on the inside, not so much.  Endless days on the water, staring out at the ocean, his mind as restless as the waves upon which he floated, would be a slow descent into hell. Plan B, which meant confessing his crime to the authorities, would redeem his conscience, but the perdition he'd face could be worse.

Once he made the call, everything would change; he knew that. He had lots of information to share, lots of crime to expose. He could possibly even bring down an entire criminal organization with what he knew. Surely, that must be a worthy trade-off for all he had lost.

As Jake exited the cabin to face the sun reflecting off the water, he realized he wasn’t ready for any decisions yet. He still hadn’t fully come to grips with what he had done, why he had done it. It was a blur, a foggy mess of passion and rage. He needed to figure out the story he was going to tell because the whole truth and nothing but the truth was not an option.

Then there was the looming possibility he had been seen. He had transferred the body from his car to an ice chest in the middle of the night. Surely someone would have noticed him wheeling the heavy box down the ramp, although this was not that uncommon. Many of his compatriots secretly used frozen fish to supplement the fresh ones when the fishing was poor.

Sea birds fishing for herring by the shore in the distance, communicating with cackles and screeches, caught Jake’s trained fisherman’s ear. He looked over as they disappeared into the froth and then reappeared, gobbling up their catch. It returned him to the present as he focused on these distant predators, hoping for some miraculous epiphany to pop into his head.

His mind wandered to thoughts of Rebecca, as they always did, in these moments of reflection. He missed everything about her - the soft touch of her long-flowing red hair, the smell of her freckled skin, her eyes staring directly into his, digging out his deeper thoughts. She had been his redeemer. She had unlocked a window to a world he’d never known existed, a world within himself that had limitless potential. He remembered how she used to compare the ocean to the spiritual world, like it was a wall of tinted glass.  One couldn’t see into it from a distance. If one didn’t know better, they would think it was a solid plane they could walk on. The closer they got, however, the more they could see it was translucent. They could peer into it, enter it, and, in so doing, submerge themselves into a vast, complex space full of mysteries and truths.

Jake had a hard time grasping any mysterious spiritual truths held within the black sheet of glass he was floating on now. To him, it had no choice, no will. It was just a flooded plain filled with organisms, as trapped in its current state as he was in his.

How could his family have vanished into oblivion so quickly, been so thoroughly erased from the physical realm? He tried with all his soul to process what had transpired the night they were killed, the night life-as-he-knew-it had ended, but he always found himself in a bottomless pit of black goo that swallowed up his thoughts. Very little ever came of this exercise as he gazed out at the waves around him, waves that never stopped like they themselves were fighting a losing battle against contentment. 


March 17th, 2015 - three months earlier






That day had been like any other. Jake could still remember the smell of his favorite meal, potato crab cakes, cooking on the stove below deck when he arrived home from work. They were made with mashed potatoes, crab, onions, and parsley, topped with lime butter, and fried to a crispy golden brown. 

“How was your day?” Rebecca had asked.

“The usual,” Jake responded.  It was a blessing if nothing happened during his shift as a bus driver.

“How’s the little man?” Jake looked over at his son, Ben, who was doing his homework at the table.

“Good,” Ben said, not looking up.

“I’ve got a meeting tonight, so we need to eat early.” Rebecca rubbed her ‘bump’ as she adjusted the heat on the stove. She was four months pregnant and starting to show.

“Great. I’m starving.” He hung his backpack on the hook and took off his coat to drape it over top. Everything had its place back then. They’d learned that.

Since it was a weekday, the marina where he, Rebecca, and Ben lived was quiet. All you could hear were the riggings of the various vessels clanging against their masts, water splashing against pylons, the boards on the ramp creaking with the waves. It would have been perfect if not for the fluffy cumulus clouds that occasionally blocked the sun to remind them of the transience of life.

Jake loved arriving home from work to all this. It acknowledged to him that he was still a part of an oceanic community with a vibrant historical past, not just a working stiff driving around in a cattle car. Rebecca did not like the idea at first—living on a boat was not easy—but she had a wonderful way of adapting to change, like water easing into an empty space.

The three of them had agreed to rough it on the Shell-shocked for the spring, summer, and fall, making do with the cramped quarters and primitive plumbing. From November to February, they moved to the land and house-sat for their retired friends who vacationed in Mexico. It was a welcome change, and every year, they found it hard to go back to the boat. Still, they figured, after another year or two of this, they would have saved enough money, as long as the prices remained constant, to buy a two-bedroom condo at the end of Two Road.

“Ben, would you like to come with me to buy some spark plugs?” Jake looked to see his son’s head hovering over his drawings.

“I don’t know what a spark plug is, Dad,” Ben replied, focusing on his drawing.

“A spark plug makes the spark that ignites the fuel in the engine.”  

Ben’s face twisted in thought as he pictured this.

“It creates a small explosion which makes the engine produce power.”

“Sounds important.” Ben nodded as he grabbed his ruler.

“It is.” Jake glanced at Rebecca in admiration of the earnestness of this little student.

“How many do we need?” Ben asked.

“We need two.” 

He didn’t take his eyes away from working on his project, sketching with the seriousness of an expert draftsman.

“Well, you men better hurry,” Rebecca said, trying to prompt her son to wrap it up. “My meeting starts at seven.” 

“We’ll be quick. Can you take a break from that, pal?” 

“Just a second. One more line.” Ben connected two lines with his ruler and finished them with one last stroke of focused concentration. He then put down his pencil and closed his notebook. “I’m ready,” he said, beaming with satisfaction.

Jake beamed back, fascinated by every movement, every quirky expression, every twinkle in his son’s eye. He couldn’t imagine loving anyone more unless, of course, it was their new daughter. Jake reached out and put his arm around his wife, pulling her close. He was so thankful to her for providing him with such a miraculous, quixotic creation for both of them to share.

“Let’s go!” He grabbed his civilian coat off the rack, kissed his wife, and out the door they went.


....






Jake could still feel that hug in the salty stillness of the evening air surrounding him. He could still taste the sweetness of her kiss on his lips. 

BAAARP! The loud sound of a boat horn suddenly burst Jake’s bubble of joy. He turned to see a large, ugly box of steel rising above the ocean like an apartment block on his starboard side. Its unstoppable bulk, full with several thousand cars, was barreling down on the Shell-Shocked as if it were a piece of driftwood.  Jake raced to the cabin to jolt the engines to life. They heaved into motion. Jake gunned the motor, slowly coaxing his vessel sideways and picking up speed to chart his course back to civilization.

He was about thirty kilometers from the mainland, just outside Sechelt on the Sunshine Coast. He could be back in Steveston in a couple of hours, and his ultimate decision would be waiting for him when he arrived. However much he wanted to stay out on the ocean forever, he knew he had to face the reality of what had happened. He had to find some path back to the functioning man he used to be, or at least some facsimile of that guy, or at least a person who could walk, talk, and chew gum at the same time. 

A half-hour later, the Shell-Shocked was passing Wreck Beach and heading to the southern mouth of the Fraser River. It cut through the water with speed, too much speed. He had gone far out into the Pacific to drop the body, spending all the time wondering if this was the right move. Now he was on his way back, still wondering the same thing.

When Jake finally pulled into the quiet waters of Steveston Marina and puttered his way into the slip to moor his vessel, his neighbor Cal Hamaguchi was working on the boat right next to his. In days gone by, Jake would have loved to gab with Cal, talk about fishing, and maybe even grab a coffee with him. Not anymore. Jake was a different man now. He had blood on his hands and a stain on his soul. He didn’t want to make small talk with anyone. He wondered if he ever could again.  

"Out for a cruise?" Cal yelled, his voice just loud enough so that Jake couldn’t pretend he hadn’t heard.

"Yeah, I had to look at some gear on the other side of the island." 

"What sort?" 

Jake paused. "Just some rigging.” His mind scrambled for a story. “Thinking of getting into herring fishing next year, maybe.”  

“Herring fishing? Why the fuck would you wanna do that?” 

Jake shrugged. His lie was growing larger and more unwieldy. “Something new.” 

“Not worth it. Stick with salmon.” Cal’s leathery skin on his face was dark brown, and he had hazel eyes that beamed like opals. He had the patience of Job when engaged in conversation, allowing the silence to linger like a gentle blanket of snow. 

Jake was searching for a shovel. “Yeah, maybe you’re right.” He let this drop in hopes that Cal would continue with what he was doing. No such luck.

“Noticed your engine coughing a bit the other day.”

“Yeah. I gotta get on that.”

“If you need help. Probably the carburetor. What mixture you using?”

“Same as always.” It was the last thing Jake had energy for anymore. These days, just getting out of bed was a feat.

“Ok, well...” It was obvious Cal wanted to reach out and connect. He stood there, waiting for a new conversation topic to slowly drift down from the sky.

“Yeah. Sorry, Cal, I gotta...get going. I got...uhh...stuff to do. Okay?” Jake quickly tied up his boat and climbed down into his cabin. 

“Sure. No problem. If you need anything, just give me a holler.” He ambled back into his boat as casually as he had surfaced.

Jake had great difficulty with people now. He existed on a different plane. They had lives. He didn’t. They walked with their two feet planted firmly on the earth. Jake was flopping around in mud up to his knees.

Jake got down below into his cabin and breathed a sigh of relief. Being alone was his happy place now, more like his ’not hell’ place. He faced the four walls and quickly realized disposing of the body had not helped him escape the demons that were tormenting him. It had emboldened them. He slowly lifted out his phone, once again tempted to end it all and make the call. It seemed this would be the only path to salvation, and he could hear Rebecca inside his head affirming this. However much it scared the hell of him, he knew the truth would set him free.

Jake slowly started pressing the number of his friend, Rich Gehring, who was also the local RCMP officer, but then he remembered something, and he quickly hung up. He checked his watch, feeling relieved that it wasn’t too late. He hustled into his room, found his bus driver’s uniform, and started changing. 

He still had twenty minutes to get to work.
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Candace Chow had taken a dive off a steep cliff and was still on her way down. At some point, she knew she would hit bottom. She just hoped it’d be on a foam pillow rather than a concrete slab.  Gravity gripped her body like a wet glove as she plummeted through the sky, never to actually land. Instead, her alarm went off, and she woke up to find herself curled up on her king-size Sealy Posturepedic. She breathed a sigh of relief for about two seconds until she remembered the night before.

Candace wasn’t confident she had successfully cleaned up all her husband’s blood from the tile floor in the kitchen. She had scrubbed it manically, but she was sure there were still microscopic specks of hemoglobin left in the grout. Then there was the sink and the cloths. She had to be thorough and go over it a few more times.  She also had to go to the store and buy a far more powerful cleanser than ’Fantastic’ before her next cleaning session. 

Getting out of bed was the next challenge. It meant she’d have to get to know this new person she had just become — this person with a massive secret that would cost her her life if she ever revealed it. This was not an appealing prospect, so she rolled over and tried to go back to sleep. She wrapped the pillow around her head and curled into a ball. Her mind refused to stop thinking, no matter how tightly she held the pillow over her ears, so she gave up. She would have to face the day. There was no avoiding it. So she threw on some sweatpants and a top and went to the bathroom to face the mirror.

Candace was a compact five-foot-four inches tall with a round face like a smile emoji and frizzy dark brown hair. She had a yoga-honed body and worked hard to keep it in good shape. Her eyes were soft and perceptive, and they slid around in their sockets freely,  using them to navigate herself around the jacuzzi tub towards the double vanity in the large en suite beside her bed. When she got there, she splashed her face with cold water and stared at herself in the mirror. She still looked the same so there was hope in that.

After applying a slight bit of make-up and brushing her hair, Candace went to the kitchen where the horrific deed had taken place. Her mind raced with all the possible consequences this event would bring about. Winston’s father finding out was the number one fallout, then there was the job of informing her son. The air instantly left her chest at the thought of how her life had just changed. She felt weak-kneed and had to sit down to compose herself.

She breathed and tried to clear her mind, focusing on the present. She filled her lungs with air, then let it out slowly. She breathed through her nose and expanded her solar plexus for them to fill. Her mission had become to erase all traces of what had transpired there the previous night, then hopefully convince herself that it had never happened. 

Winston’s car sitting in the driveway caught her eye through the kitchen window. This was the next challenge. Candace was sure the many cameras that the police used to survey their house would have recorded how Winston had arrived the night before. Fortunately, he was not particularly visible when he left, rolled up in a blanket and carted out the back door by the fisherman. Still, her plan was to somehow get the crime scene moved to Winston’s workplace, which meant moving Winston’s car past the cameras and driving it to Clark Drive, where his office was located.

Winston’s head was square, resembling a computer chip, and his neck was thick and sturdy, if it existed at all. Candace’s head was smaller and she had a slender frame. Their profiles were so different, she struggled to find what hat Winston might wear that would appear natural but also cover her face. Her mind was not working efficiently because of her fitful night’s sleep so she went through the closet repeatedly and eventually decided on one of Winston’s heavy coats and his Nike golf cap. 

The guilt that kept pounding inside Candace’s head crushed any sensible thought she now tried to summon. It seemed like just yesterday she and Winston were a happy couple with a young child, so hopeful of the future. They had come back from China, bought a new home, and were as content as they’d ever been. Winston had pledged that family would come first after this, and he would spend less time at work. The trouble was he chose the wrong family, his extended family, and life soon went back to normal - worse than normal.  Normal would have been a blessing compared to what had transpired after that. 

Winston’s Lexus was in the carport close to the back door, so Candace quickly bustled out and leaped into it, hoping the camera would only track a blur. Then she backed-out, making sure to look away from the lens as she pulled her hat low over her brow. She wasn’t sure how realistic this appeared, but she only had one take, so she did her best.

Once she was on the road, Candace relaxed slightly. Her mind emptied of thought, and she listened to her breath going in and out of her lungs. She had learned how to handle difficult situations because the earlier part of her life had always been difficult. Working in the rice fields of the Yangtze Valley when she was ten and surviving on the streets of Beijing as a teenager had hardened her to the harsh realities of existence. She never took things for granted and always prepared herself for the day when she would have to summon up this hardened resolve once again. It looked like that day had finally arrived.

The only thing that could truly penetrate Candace’s meditation technique were thoughts of her son, Ethan. When images of him appeared in her mind, they blasted through whatever peace she had been able to manufacture and brought her crashing back to reality. What would he think? How could he ever forgive her for what she had done? She couldn’t imagine. All she knew was that he must never find out the truth. That must remain her number one goal. 

Winston’s office was down by the docks in Vancouver Harbour at the foot of Clark Drive. It was only a couple of miles to walk to Commercial Drive from there, and then she planned to either take the Skytrain or a taxi home. Candace slowly pulled into the parking lot of the ‘Starlight’ import/export company and parked in Winston’s spot. She was very wary of any employees who might have arrived early or the security guard, who was always very talkative. There was no sign of anyone, so she quickly hopped out of the car and that’s when she heard the forklift coming around the corner. Candace quickly ducked down and hid behind the front grill, hoping the driver hadn’t seen her.

She heard a yell and saw it was Omar, the overly friendly security guard, calling over to the forklift driver. The driver yelled back and stopped right by Winston’s car. They had a conversation thirty feet away from where Candace was hiding. A black oily puddle on the ground soaked into her jeans and started seeping through her slip-ons into her socks. She felt like she had just done the stupidest thing in the world. Her life would be over if either of them got a little more curious and glanced sideways at Winston’s car.

Fortunately, neither of them did. They just ended the conversation with a joke and ambled off. Candace hunched down behind the car for five more minutes, making sure there was no chance of another accidental meeting before she exited. 

Once she left the parking lot and went through the gates, Candace walked fast along the sidewalk and took a detour past the train tracks. She was confident that she had not been seen, so she threw the coat and hat she was wearing in a dumpster about five blocks away. A man was lying asleep beside the large metal box, covered by a tarp, and she hoped he would find it in the morning and add it to his collection of outerwear.

Candace was not dressed like she was most days, attracting eyes wherever she went. She had made sure to wear nothing that would cause her to stand out. She wondered if she would ever be that carefree person again, or would she now always be hiding in the shadows.

Still, the sun peeking over the mountains, and her inner fog slowly starting to lift, gave her the feeling that a future may even be possible. Maybe it was the fresh air, the relief that she had erased Winston’s trail, or even the exhilaration of all this intrigue, but she thought, possibly with some hard work and mental gymnastics, she could do it.

Terra Nova, the neighbourhood where she lived, had started to feel more comfortable. It had taken years, but now at least half the population in her neighborhood were of Chinese origin. Every new house was bought by someone from China, or Hong Kong, two places that were now one and the same.  The A&A supermarket was very close and most of the brands she was familiar with from back home were available there.  Other stores also began to appear that catered to the Asian market. They had bubble tea shops, authentic restaurants, and most clerks spoke Mandarin. Life had become quite comfortable and familiar in Vancouver. There could not be a safer place for her to be right now.

Too bad she’d just gone out and ruined it.

The Pacific Coast mountains in the distance looked like globs of cake with whipped cream on top. The blue sky framed them with colour. In Canada, there were no cameras scanning your every move, no nosy people eager to report you to the authorities, no monitors tracking your credit card use. As long as you behaved and minded your own business, you were free to do as you pleased. That was its blessing and its curse. People were naive here and well-behaved. They had no idea the lengths others would go to get a larger slice of pie.

And now she had been tarred with the same brush. She had not behaved. She had broken the law. The memory of Winston’s bleeding body laying on the tile floor pulsated like an infected wound on the inside of Candace’s skull. The blood spreading across the floor like finger paint flashed in her brain. With enough effort and practice, she felt she could erase these images and learn to live in an alternate reality where nothing else existed but the present. The fear of Winston’s father finding out jarred her out of that notion. If he discovered what had happened, life as she knew it would be over fast. 

In fact, the ending of her life would probably be the merciful part.
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October 10th, 2012


THREE YEARS EARLIER



Rickie Wong felt anxious. This party was not like any party he’d ever been to before. The music was louder, harder, meaner than any music he’d ever heard. The basement had an atmosphere of foreboding that felt scarily imminent. As he scanned the goonish faces, made more haunting by the flashing lights, he decided that if he couldn’t find Sarah in the next five minutes, he’d leave and take the bus home. Hip-hop music crackling loudly on speakers with angry voices spouting poetry on their sexual prowess was not his thing. The greatest joy in his life came from playing video games or scoring goals in soccer.

That’s when he rounded a corner and saw her. Dressed in black jeans and a white sweater, Sarah Jacobs was a sight to behold. She was rake-thin with well-endowed upper half. Her skin was soft as cashmere, and her gentle brown eyes were inviting but curious. She slinked along with cat-like grace, her hips moving in perfect symmetry. 

These two were from different worlds. She was a cool kid with a sketchy home life. He was an academic with a single dad. She was a third-generation Canadian from Vancouver Island. He was a first-generation Canadian from Hong Kong by way of Quebec. Regardless of their differences, however, they saw something in each other and hoped that a little of whatever it was would rub off.

“Hey, you made it?” Sarah drifted over, pretending she was surprised to see him.

Rickie decided to play it cool as well. “Yep. I’m ready to party.” Okay, so maybe ‘cool’ wasn’t his forte, but he could fake it. “So...this is great.” Perhaps it was harder than he thought. Words weren’t flowing.

“Yeah, it’s ok.” She looked around like maybe there was something she hadn’t noticed. They found each other’s eyes again and tried to think of follow-up questions. “Aren’t you drinking?” She glanced down at his empty hand. 

“Drinking?” Oops. He had forgotten how crucial a prop this was in places like this. “Oh yeah, ahh...I’ve already been drinking with Sal, but...we ran out, so...”  He tried his best, but he could see she saw right through him. “What are you drinking?” 

“We’ve got ciders!” 

It was so loud they could barely hear each other talk, forcing them to choose simpler words: “Ciders. Cool.”

“Want one?” 

“Sure.” She then paused, as if there was a question she was weighing. “Drinking’s kinda overrated, though, don’t you think?”

This was music to his ears. He never saw what others saw in this ritual. “Yeah, I know, right? It just makes you dumb and stupid.”

“I’m more into other things.” She smiled with a knowing expression and casually batted her gem-like eyes.

He froze. Had he read her wrong? “Other things? Really? Like what...other things?” Rickie felt himself floundering. ‘Other things’ was a subject he knew even less about. He didn’t even want to know about ‘other things’. 

“Oh, you know. Pot, E...” Her eyes flashed ever-so-slightly. They were so soft and wide. He could just dive into them. Then there were her lips, the Holy Grail. 

“E? Really? You mean like ecstasy?” He had to bluff his way back. He had to let her know he knew what she was talking about, that he wasn’t that out of touch. 

“Oh yeah, it’s great. It’s...like the best. Have you ever tried it?”

“No. Well...no, not really. I was going to, once.” He desperately hoped she couldn’t see through his blatant lie. Who was this guy he was pretending to be? He’d never even seen ecstasy, let alone being close to trying it.  He had, in fact, only been drunk once, and that had been at his family’s New Year’s Eve party when he and Sal had stolen a bottle of Champagne. He’d gotten dizzy after two rounds of passing the bottle back and forth. He couldn’t say he’d even liked it that much. 


“I could probably get some if you want.”



“Wait, what?” His brain screamed at him that it would be a terrible idea, but his body, so attracted to hers, overruled this and made him soldier on. “Really?” 

“Yeah, I know a guy. We could do it together.” Her eyes lingered on his and spoke sweet nothings.

He couldn't think of anything to say. He just looked at her as she gazed back. Her body began to move to the rhythm of the music playing, and her assurance hypnotized him. He decided he had to do anything to enter further into her world. It was the price of love. “Sure. Why not?” 

She smiled. “Ok. I’ll go talk to him and see if he has any. Wait here.”  

Sarah took off, and Rickie was left alone with the crushing realization of what he’d just agreed to. Was this really happening? Maybe he didn’t know Sarah as well as he’d thought. He would never have guessed that becoming a part of her world would require such a rite of passage.

The music swept Rickie up with its loud, thumping beat. It was dark, and the deep bass seemed to grab his soul and take it to a fantastical place where bad things were good. He looked around for some escape. There were people everywhere, faces ignited by elation, bodies turning and twisting. The beat was constant and intoxicating. It was hard to make out faces, just eyes and teeth, both of which were sharp. 

He needed advice. He needed to consult his wingman before entering this dark world of altered consciousness. He needed assurance he wasn’t being blinded by love, so he bumped through the drunken hoards and thick noise to find Sal.

“Sal? I gotta talk to you about something. Outside.” He located his friend standing in his usual place on the outer perimeter of the inner circle.

“Uhh, sure, sure. Let’s go.” Sal instantly dropped his futile attempt to penetrate the ‘in’ crowd and followed his Rickie out to the back garden.

“I need your advice. Sarah’s asked me to do ecstasy with her.”

“What the what! You’re kidding! Sarah Jacobs?! Fuck! Wow!” Sal took a moment to absorb this. Rickie had instantly leaped three rungs higher than him on the social stature scale. “What are you gonna do?”

“I don’t know. What do you think I should do? Would you?”

Sal paused to imagine a fairytale existence where Sarah Jacobs would be interested in him. “Sarah Jacobs? Come on. She’s like hotter than...Delhi on a summer day, but...but yeah, ecstasy...hmm.” 

“What’s it like?”

“I have no idea, but they say it’s like a sex drug or something. People have sex on it.”

“Oh shit!” The revelation made the pit in Rickie’s stomach grow even larger.

“Amazing sex, apparently.” 

This caused Rickie to cringe. He didn’t want amazing sex. He didn’t even know what amazing sex was. He just wanted to gaze at her up close, maybe kiss her. Maybe. 

“You have to, man. Like, this is a defining moment.”

“Of what?”

“Of...I don’t know what, but...you’ll regret it for the rest of your life if you don’t.”

Rickie paused and tried to picture the rest of his life. It flew by in a second. He tried to think of options, hoping one of them would make his decision for him. Maybe Sarah wouldn’t be able to find the dealer guy. Or maybe she’d take off with some other dude that was more on her level. Or maybe he could take off on her, pretend he had an emergency at home. All those options already seemed much better than the one he was actually facing.

“I think you have to, man. It’s the cost of being popular.”  Sal’s leering smile hinted at solicitous possibilities. “Think of the reward.”

“Don’t make that face. Get that thought out of your head.” Rickie took a deep breath. His heart rate increased. Please don’t let her be successful in getting the ’E,’ he wished silently to the gods.

“Ok. Wish me luck.” Then he turned back into the crowd, into the chaos and smoke, and Sal would never forget his big smile. In fact, that would be the only thing comforting him when he thought back to that night - Rickie’s big, scared smile.

When they got outside to the backyard, it was quiet, and Sarah showed the pills to Rickie. They looked harmless, like Sweet Tarts with little letters stamped on them. She had gotten the pills from Billy Lewinski, a nice, cheerful guy whom she had known since she was five. He was her best friend’s big brother who had babysat her a few times. She didn’t know that Billy’s moral fiber had recently evaporated because of his newfound love for B.C. bud, and he wasn’t the same trustworthy kid they had had water balloon fights with in the backyard. 

Rickie took one of the pills in his trembling hand, and Sarah took the other. Everything told him this was not a good idea, but something about her pure face and calm eyes made it seem worth it. After one last flicker of reason, they swallowed the little pills and waited expectantly for their roller coaster ride to begin. 

Ten minutes later, their bodies felt the same. Nothing was happening. Sarah was deeply disappointed, and even Rickie felt a bit let down. He had mentally prepared himself for a rocket ship ride to space but was still stuck on the launchpad. 

Then, suddenly, a flicker, then a splash, then a whirl, and it hit them. The night sky started to take on new hues. The air washed over them with ever-shifting rainbows. Inside, all was settling into place quite nicely. Rickie’s body felt tingly but good. His surroundings took on new shapes and unexpected textures. His mind expanded like limitless knowledge rested at his fingertips. He felt more relaxed than he’d ever been before. He felt beyond human, beyond joyful. And, as he laughed with Sarah, he knew she felt the same. He couldn’t believe why he’d hesitated. It felt so fantastic.

They frolicked in the grass, held each other, rubbed noses, and kissed. It was magical and going in a very nice direction. Then things started to change. His heart began to slow. His breathing became heavier. Energy felt like it was draining out of his body like water from a bathtub. He still felt great; his body felt soothed, but his mind felt like a mushroom growing in the garden, totally at peace but absent of thought. 

Sarah still seemed to be enjoying the sensations, and he watched her as she floated in and out of focus. She was glistening, her smile radiant, and her eyes sparkling. She looked like an angel one moment, a ghost the next.

Rickie, however, was fading. He thought he should get up and walk, get his blood pumping again to get that giddy feeling back. He only got a few steps before the effort was too great, and he lay down on his side. He felt like an astronaut, drifting off into space, floating into the darkness.  He tried to call out, but even his mouth wouldn’t do what he wanted it to do. Everything was so much work. He was falling into a void. He tried again but nothing happened. He was detached from his body. It wasn’t operational anymore. 

Rickie stared at Sarah. She was sitting on the grass, having slowed down, too. He willed her to notice him and understand that something was going wrong. She didn’t see. She was still and quiet, captivated by something growing on the lawn. He watched her collapse slowly onto the grass. He could do nothing but watch. 

The two of them just lay there, their breathing becoming shallower as gravity sucked them deeper and deeper into the earth. Inside, the party carried on without anyone noticing.  

A few hours later, Rickie Wong and Sarah Jacobs were still on the grass, their eyes locked open, their mouths frozen in a futile cry for help. 


Both were dead.
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Chapter 6
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June 16th, 2015

Pedro Alvarez’s stoic face could have been carved in wood. His head was as still as an iguana in the sun. The bus passengers peered at his reflection in the mirror, wondering if the schedule had changed. His eyes didn’t reveal any answers. They were fixed on one specific spot - Cook and Three Road - like a hawk waiting for a field mouse. Other riders boarded, grateful the driver was waiting for them. This wasn’t the reason either. Pedro’s patience was not out of generosity. It was out of necessity. His relief driver was ten minutes late, and he was giving the universe five more minutes to decide its fate before he made up his mind for it.

Pedro already knew what he was going to do. If the driver assigned to relieve him wasn’t there by four, he would secure the bus and be on his way. He had three kids at home, waiting to celebrate his birthday dinner, and no amount of overtime would entice him to miss that. They’d planned a huge Mexican spread, lots of wine and beer, games, songs, stories. It was the very thing that he worked his ass off every day to enjoy, and a few extra dollars was not enough to compensate for that.

People were looking at their watches, coughing for attention, mumbling to each other. Most drivers couldn’t have cared less but Pedro was a sensitive man. He felt the pangs of their anxiety pounding against the back of his neck. His brow became moist. His shoulders shifted and twitched. He flicked a tense glance in the mirror to reveal his hand.

Fortunately, that’s also when he saw Jake Thompson running towards him from about a hundred yards to his right. His hand instantly became a winner. Pedro smiled widely at those passengers who looked particularly impatient and started to pack up. 

Relieving another driver on the road sometimes felt like trying to hit a moving target with a slingshot. As a relief driver, it was much better to be standing at the stop, cheerful and willing, when the bus pulled up. Jake Thompson was never cheerful and willing; he was sullen and distracted, but he did manage to be on time most days.

“Everything good?” Jake asked, breathing hard as he arrived at the front door. His hair was all over, and his eyes were sunken into their sockets like raisins on a bun, but he did manage something in the shape of a smile.

“Yep, the passenger back there wants 'Woodward.”

“Sure.” Jake nodded as his sweaty body hurriedly climbed aboard.

“The brakes are a bit soft. Wheel’s tight. But otherwise, it’s a good bus.” Pedro tried to initiate an exchange, but it was tough with Jake at the best of times. 

“Great.” Jake nodded. He flopped into his seat and adjusted its height and distance from the pedals.

After a couple more awkward glances and false starts, Pedro was on his way. “Ok, then...”

“Happy birthday, by the way.” Jake glanced over but didn’t mean to catch Pedro’s eye.

Pedro looked up and smiled, glad to see Jake still showed some signs of life. “Thanks. Got a big party planned.”

“Great.” Jake turned back to face the street, afraid of this starting a conversation.

“Yep. It’s gonna be good.”

“Nice. See ya.” Jake went back to checking the lights.

Pedro got the message quickly and made his way out. “Have a good shift.”

“Thanks.” Jake proceeded to focus on his preparation and avoid Pedro’s eyes.

Although Jake didn’t know it, Pedro had been one of the drivers who bet that Jake wouldn’t last more than a month before he quit. If Pedro had experienced what Jake had experienced, he would have run off to the mountains never to be seen again. Jake had showed up at work a mere two months later, much to all their surprise, and resumed work. Granted, he kept to himself, walked around like a troglodyte, had a bit of an odor, still he was at least able to function for eight hours a day. Pedro admired him for that, not that the job was too demanding or anything - it would probably be replaced by a robot in another twenty years - just that his mere involvement in the day-to-day routines of life was more than he could’ve managed.

Traffic was heavy at this time of day, with shoppers bustling around the mall, passengers waiting for connections, students biking home, kids on their cell phones not looking where they were going. Jake put his concentration into high gear to navigate this large vehicle out of the stop, through this maze of potential disasters, and out onto the street. 

He’d started working as a bus driver in Richmond, B.C., after the fishing industry had gone on life support. Bus driving, it turned out, was more tolerable than he had imagined. In fact, it was the easiest job he’d ever had. If he had any issue with it at all, it was that it was too easy. There were no real challenges except to follow his route and avoid obstacles. Boredom was the biggest obstacle. In fact, the routine sometimes felt like Chinese water torture, just a slow drip to the head, repeatedly plopping away, hour in, hour out, day in, day out. One shift was a piece of cake, five days in a row was stale bread, months on end had become like moldy toast. 

These days, however, this job was his only escape from the hell his life had become.  Well, it was not the only escape. The other escape had been trying to figure out who killed his family. That was the other thing that he did with his life now. The trouble was that it had led him down into the dark cavern where he now dwelt, a cavern with no light, just the drip, drip of relentless desolation.


....

THREE MONTHS EARLIER



The local Lordco Auto parts store was only about fifteen minutes walk into Steveston Village, where the marina was located. Jake and Ben drifted slowly along the sidewalk, absorbing the sun that had escaped from behind the clouds and was beaming down on their brows. Jake seized these moments with his ‘little man’ to educate him about all the things he knew - machines, fishing boats, carpentry, cooking. He wasn’t sure how much Ben took in, but he always listened and asked questions, which was all that mattered.

“Feel like an ice cream cone?”

“Dad, what kind of question is that?”

“It’s called a ’rhetorical question’.”

“What does ‘rhetorical’ mean?”

“It means it doesn’t require an answer.”

“No, it doesn’t.” Ben giggled,

Jake smiled and turned the corner down Chatham Street to the ice cream store. They both knew the routine. It was a routine they had followed numerous times, although it always seemed spontaneous—go out for an errand, detour for an ice cream; Jake got chocolate, Ben got bubble gum, and continue on their way. It was like a moment in time that they had together and never wanted to end.

Steveston Village was on Lulu Island south of Vancouver, where the Fraser River spilt into the Pacific Ocean. Since 1890, it had been a major canning center in Canada. It had been nicknamed “Salmonopolis”, back then, because salmon were so plentiful,.

Over time, however, the fishing industry slowly gave way to tourism; farmland was converted to townhouse developments, condos, museums, and restaurants replaced the canneries. Now, it was a modern but preserved historical village with all the conveniences of the twenty-first century and a nice community environment. The five coffee shops and three ice cream stores attested to this fact. Still, the ghosts of the fisher people who had once lived there always floated above.

“You guys.” Rebecca shook her head lovingly at them. “We have to hurry now, so set the table and get cleaned up. Everything’s ready, and we have to leave by six-thirty, so sit and eat.” When they finally surfaced from this detour and picked up the spark plugs they were originally going to get, they were late, and Rebecca was not happy.

The crab cakes filled the cabin with their salty, crispy, mouth-melting smell. The sun attacked their eyes, reflecting off the silver plate on the windowsill. Jake quickly set the table, putting Ben’s books in the drawers under the bench. The coats went on the racks. The dishes and utensils were retrieved from the sliding holder under the table. It was Ben’s job to pour the water into the glasses and say the grace. It was a routine that, at one time, seemed so banal but, to Jake now, seemed like a magical dance sprinkled with moon dust. 
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